Hypothetical by 630kila 


A/N: This takes place after another story of mine called Experimental. If you haven't already 
clicked the back button, you might be okay to stick around if you haven't read it, I think the 
characters basically recap everything from that story you need to know to understand this one. 
Basically Zim did stupid things and ran into some scary people who tried to kill him but couldn't 
quite manage it and there was a bit of a kerfuffle. 


Edit: This fic has since been removed from the internet. Please do not republish online or 
contact the author about this fic! Be kind and considerate about who you share this with. 
Thank you! 


Chapter One: 


The chupacabra was seven feet tall and dripping mucus. It took a step closer to Dib, snorting a 
gobbet of snot at him. Dib backed up. His heart was pounding in his chest. 


"I have found you," the chupacabra growled, in a voice like grinding steel. "You have exploited 
my children and taken my food, and I will suck the brains from your head and tear your carcass 
to the four winds." 


"No, you won't!" Dib said, flinging one arm in a dramatic skyward point. He was sweating a bit, 
though. He knew his 'secret weapon' wasn't exactly reliable... or good. The stink of the 
chupacabra filled the air. It made Dib want to gag. 


"Your soul will be torn to shreds," the chupacabra said. "You will be erased from existence. And 
then I'll go after your family. You're just so annoying, Dib." 


Dib felt his back hit the wall. The chupacabra's long rubbery snout lifted, and it began to suck in 
air. Dib's hair and jacket started to be drawn into the suck-stream. 
Maybe this plan really wasn't going to- 


A shrill cry that set Dib's teeth on edge filled the air. The chupacabra turned to find the source of 
that horrible noise, and a flash of gleaming metal hit it in the face. 

The chupacabra rolled on the ground as what looked like a ball of spindly wires flashed over it. 
Green blood spurted in the air. There were no screams now, only sounds of flesh tearing and 
punches landing. 


Dib ran, darting around the pile of alien monster versus garden-variety Earth monster. He went 
for the zapper the chupacabra had knocked out of his hand. 

He wiped the slime from the zapper off onto his shirt, grimaced at the ruination of said shirt, and 
turned the zapper towards the fighting pile. 


Something shot out of that pile and landed at Dib's feet. It was Zim, panting for air, one arm bent 
at an unnatural angle. His skin was covered in blisters. He must not take kindly to chupacabra 
mucus. 

Ah, but the chupacabra had long, deep gashes through its belly and shoulders and face, and it 
was pouring acid green blood onto the ground. It keened its anger towards the overcast sky. 
"Ew," Dib said. "Overkill much?" 


"You're. Welcome," Zim gasped. 


Dib aimed the zapper and fired. The chupacabra twitched and convulsed, and fell to the ground. 
Dib went over and checked its vital signs. It was stone dead. 


"It was stalking me for months," Dib said. 

"Seems like you made it mad." 

"Oh, right, everything is my fault," said Dib. He looked down at the mass of dead creature. "It's 
just... dead. I won." He couldn't help turning and looking at Zim, who was sitting up- ashen pale 


and cradling his broken arm, but very much alive. 


"Well done, Dib!" Zim sneered. "You destroyed it... all on your VERY OWN!" He staggered to 
his feet. "I'd clap. But. My arm is broken." 


"Where did you learn sarcasm?" Sarcasm. Sarca-zim. Ha ha. That wasn't all that funny. Dib 
didn't say it aloud. 


Zim deigned not to answer. He walked over and kicked the dead chupacabra. 
"Don't you have any respect for the dead?" Dib asked. 


Zim turned a nasty grin on him. "I'm sorry. I should leave it intact, so you can DISSECT it. IS 
THAT IT?" 


Dib flinched. "Quiet down! I didn't make you come with me. You wanted to for whatever sicko 
alien reason. You weren't going to try to turn on me, were you? Is that why you're mad, it 
wouldn't go through with the double-cross you wanted? I knew you weren't really going to be 
helpful on purpose!" 


Zim kicked it again. "You did exploit its children." 
"Why did I expect you not to take the ugly green monster's side?" 
"I care not for its revolting offspring, Dib. I told you I came with you to assess the capabilities of 


these creatures you're always going on about." Zim put his good hand on his hip. "My 
assessment: they are PATHETIC! They crumble under the first assault. Truly no threat to me.” 


Right. Zim had said that when he had volunteered to come on this mission... out of nowhere. It 
had sounded weird and stupid then, and it sounded weird and stupid now, but Zim was weird and 
stupid. 


"Good for you." Dib holstered his zapper. He supposed he should take samples of the 
chupacabra, but it smelled bad, and it was bleeding copiously, and... he didn't want to touch it. 
"Why did you let me come with you if you were just going to make noise about not trusting me 
the whole time?" 


"Honestly? I was kinda hoping it would eat you." 

Zim had the nerve to look offended. 

Dib looked away from the chupacabra corpse at the field, the abandoned brick wall and half a 
fence, the dead and wet grass that still had bits of snow in it, the cold gray sky. Everything was 
so normal and quiet now. 

A gust of wind blew, whipping at Dib's face. Zim, who was only wearing his usual silly uniform, 
shivered and hugged himself with his good arm and for a moment looked very small, tired and 


lost. He probably literally had no idea how to get home from here. 


"I'm calling the Swollen Eyeballs to let them know about the new specimen," Dib said. He took 
out his cell phone. 


"Mm." Zim shuddered and started walking away. "Well, I'd best be going." 


"No, stay, they'd love to meet you," Dib said, out of obligation more than anything else. 
Zim just glared at him. 


Swollen Eyeball operatives never wanted to hang around talking to Dib for very long and today 
he was fine with that. 


He had forgotten who he'd brought with him on this trip, and he jumped in shock when he 
walked up to the campsite and Zim was sitting there huddled under a blanket, looking windburnt 
and trying to dry out his boots over a small and sickly-looking excuse for a campfire. 

"Oh," Dib said. "You." 


"Me," Zim grunted, one antenna flicking as if to bat off a fly. 


Dib sat down across from Zim, the place where he was farthest from the alien while still being 
next to the fire. "I had towels and moist towelettes. Where'd they go?" 


"T used them all. Then I burned them." 


"I'm covered in chupacabra mucus!" 


"So am I! Still! Bring more things next time!" 


Dib scowled. He took a squashed and funky-smelling meal bar out of his jacket pocket and 
started to eat it. It was dry and gross. 


The fire was small and giving off a lot of smoke. "You couldn't do any better? I thought you 
were really into fire." 


"Everything's wet! I'd like to see you do better! Also, my arm is broken!" 

Dib had forgotten about that. "Fine." Dib didn't feel motivated to try to do better. The fight with 
the chupacabra had wrenched his shoulder, and his feet hurt from walking around trying to find 
the thing all day. "You know, I didn't invite you to come with me." 

"I know that!" 

"You invited yourself!" 


"T know that, I was there!" 


Dib's eyes narrowed. "And your reasons for wanting to come are pretty weak, Zim. Is this part of 
some new evil plan of yours?" 


Zim looked down at the ground, his entire body slumping and his antennae falling flat against the 
back of his head. "No..." 


Dib raised an eyebrow. "Oh. Um, okay. Are you all right?" 
"Hm?" 
"You just... kind of wilted." 


"Me?" Zim sat bolt upright and his eyes got crazy... er. Crazier. "I am an Irken Invader! I am the 
most elite of the elite and you-" 


"Okay! Okay." Dib really didn't want to deal with this right now. 

"T'll have plans!" 

"Okay!" 

"So many plans! And they'll be good plans! Amazing plans! NONE CAN PLAN LIKE-" 
"SHUT UP!" 


"[ have plans," Zim said. "You cannot DREAM of-" 


"Zim, seriously, stop! Okay! You have plans. You're an evil mastermind. I get it." 

Zim nodded, staring at Dib with a desperate intensity in his huge buggy eyes (which were 
glistening in the firelight in a most unsettling way). 

Dib studied that intensity for a moment. "You know, it's been a while since I had to stop you. 
Zim?" 

"Yes, lam Zim." 

"I know you're- guh. I mean. You don't have... planner's block, or something, do you?" 

"Of course not, don't be silly." Zim turned away, closing his eyes. 

"Huh. Okay." Dib finished his meal bar, dropped the paper wrapper into the fire, and stood up, 
stretching. "I'm going to bed," he said, and walked toward the tent. 

Zim showed up at the tent flap, right next to Dib. 


"What are you doing?" Dib said. 


Zim blinked, as if actually surprised by this question. "Hm? I'm going in the-" He motioned 
towards the tent flap. 


"You are not going in my tent!" 

"It's cold out," Zim said with less force than Dib would have expected. 

It was pretty cold. "I don't care. Next time, bring your own tent." 

"But, I-" Zim tossed his head. "Okay. Sure." 

He'd given up way too easily, and clearly was therefore up to something, but Dib didn't care. He 
went into the tent, crawled into his sleeping bag and was asleep almost immediately. 

Dib woke up in the dark with a full bladder. He reached out for his glasses and froze. Something 
was digging into his upper back- something that felt like metal. A gun? No, too smooth and too 
big to be the barrel of a gun. 

Wait just a darn minute, that was a Pak. Dib sat up and felt around on the ground right next to 
him- his hand came down on a pile of blankets covering something soft and warm. 

Dib slammed his elbow into the blanket pile and was rewarded by a drowsy honk of protest. Zim 
fidgeted around, snuffling. Dib couldn't see what he was doing- it was pitch black in the tent. 


"What are you doing?" Dib asked. 


"'S cold." 


"You're right next to me!" 
"So cold. No room. You were sleeping." 


"You sound like you were sleeping. I thought you didn't... oh, you were sleeping off your broken 
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arm. 
"Mim. "W 
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Dib got up, picked his way over the pile of already re-comatose alien and stumbled outside. The 
freezing air hit him like a knife. He found a good tree to pee on and went back to the tent to find 
his sleeping bag and Zim's blanket gathered together in the middle of the tent in one snoring 
heap. 


Dib dug the Irken out of the heap of bedding and threw him out of the tent into the cold where he 
landed with a thump and a squeal. Dib crawled back into bed and heard a crunch as he lay down 
on top of his glasses. 


The next time he woke up it was still dark, and Zim's sharp little heels were digging into his 
sides. 

"Oh come on," Dib mumbled. "If you're going to crawl into someone's bed without permission 
take your shoes off first." 


Zim thrashed around, elbowing Dib in the ribs. His breathing was harsh and ragged. 


"Get out of my tent!" Dib aimed a kick and hit... something... maybe just blankets. 
Zim whimpered and rolled over. Dib tried to catch hold of him, but he was squirming around too 
much. 


"This is my tent, mine, come on, I just want to sleep-" 
Zim screeched and Dib recoiled. 


"Get your hands off,"Zim cried, flipping around. "No, I said no, don't do this, don't hurt me!" 
Dib fumbled around until he found a grip on Zim's shoulders and then started to shake. "Wake 


up!" 

"HELP! GIR! HELP! HELP!" 

"I'M TRYING!" 

Zim started screaming wordlessly, over and over, as if confronted with a legion of undead. Dib 


felt around in the darkness until he found the side of Zim's face, and then he slapped it, hard. 
The noise stopped. 


Dib found his heart was racing, as if something scary had happened. Well. It was startling to be 
woken up by a noisy alien. 


Zim was breathing raggedly, as if recovering from sobs. "I, I was back, and they, I was, I-" 
"Stop. Shh." 
"They, they were gunna kill me, and it, and it was cold, and I-" 


"Shh. Okay. I get it. It's cold out. You can stay... in the tent. All right? Don't pull that again! 
Don't!" 


Zim went still and quiet. 

Dib pushed him away and rolled onto his side. 

Zim continued to be quiet but Dib felt wide awake now. His heart wouldn't seem to calm down. 
"What were you dreaming about?" he said. "Not me, by any chance..." 

Zim cleared his throat. "You wish. Irkens don't dream, Dib." 

"Why were you screaming?" 

"A clever ruse, to gain entry to your tent!" 

"Right. Of course." 


Dib took deep, slow breaths, trying to get himself to sleep. 
He was almost there when he heard choked sobs. 


The walk back home was a long one, and a cold one, and the rolled-up tent was very heavy on 
Dib's back. 

Dib had had a few bad nightmares in his life, and he'd woken up sweating a few times, even 
puked once (after the ‘fountain of pus' dream...) but he didn't wake up screaming. Which was 
good, Gaz would have frowned on that. 


After about an hour of walking in silence, Dib decided to break the ice. 


"Okay, so... it's no secret that I'll ridicule you mercilessly for whatever had you so worked up last 
night. But we both know I'll find out eventually, so you might as well tell me!" 


Zim looked totally blank. "I don't know what you mean..." 


Dib adjusted his glasses (he'd totaled them when he rolled over on them, he'd bound up the 
frames with duct tape but couldn't do anything about the cracks in the lenses that obscured his 
vision). "You were ‘back’? Someone was ‘gonna kill you'?" 


Zim paled visibly and turned his face away. "Irkens don't dream. I don't know what you could 
possibly be talking about." 


"Was it me? Did I finally expose you for the horrible menace you are, did I rip your guts out of 
your chest?" 


Zim rolled his eyes. "Guts come out of the belly, Dib. Not the chest." 
"Whatever. Good to know. Were you melting in the rain?" 

"Please." 

"Fused to a side of meat?" 

"Come on!" 

"T'll find out, you know." 

Zim's eyes narrowed. "There is nothing. To find out." 


"Whatever. All right. Things that creep you out. Let's see. Dogs. Meat. Air. People. Dirt. Germs. 
Disease. Did you dream you had some kind of horrible flesh-eating illness?" 


Zim avoided eye contact. "No." 

"You did!" 

"No! I told you I didn't dream anything!" 
"So a flesh-eating illness-" 

"No!" 

"And someone killing you." 

"I said no!" 


"And you were back somewh- oh." Dib smacked himself in the forehead. "Man! This is so 
obvious!" 


"What? What's obvious? Nothing's obvious." 


"General Labs." 

Zim sucked his lower lip into his mouth. 

"I dreamed about them too a few times," Dib mused. "I didn't scream, though." 

Zim stared straight ahead, continuing to bite his lip. A drop of blood ran down his chin. 

"Oh man. They really upset you." Dib frowned. "I've been after you for years, and you're not all 
wigged out about me. Do you not think I'll really do it? You don't think I'll really kill you 
someday, do you? You don't trust m-" 


"Not everything is about you!" Zim cried. He wiped his mouth with his sleeve. "Ow!" 


"T just don't understand what your big deal was with them. I mean... you experiment on people all 
the time.” 


"Unh." Zim looked away. "I don't want to talk about it." 

"But why would you-" Zim did an about-face and started walking very quickly away from Dib. 
"Hey!" Dib called, holding out one hand in a 'stop' gesture. "Wait... I... ‘ 

He let his hand fall to his side. Why was he bothering? 


He walked into the house and Gaz was sitting there parked in front of the TV with a book. She 
was reading and watching TV? And there was an earpiece plugged into her ear. 


"T said," she said, "now is not the time for-" 

She turned a page in her book. Her eyes burned in her face and Dib recoiled. "I said, Iggins, you 
will not throw that jarate." 

Dib cleared his throat. "Gaz, I'm home." 

She looked at him, then looked away. "Iggins, your life is over," she said. 

Dib shrugged and went upstairs, heading straight for the shower. 

After the shower he headed into his bedroom and sat down in front of his laptop. He opened it 
up. He'd been gone three days, his inbox must be full of Swollen Eyeball messages by now. 


The screen was black and covered in white letters. 


DID YOU THINK YOU COULD HIDE FROM US DIB 
YOUR END IS NEAR 


"Great," Dib muttered. 


A/N: I know Jhonen has said Irkens don't sleep. The first fic was written before I knew they 
absolutely don't sleep, so I figured I might as well keep going with the same 'rules' I had in that 
one. 


Chapter Two: 


Zim cracked his knuckles, looking down at the creature strapped to the table. It was about as 
long as his forearm, and staring off into space. 


Funny. Those eyes looked sentient. He almost went to ask someone about that, but it was his first 
day on this job and he had to make a good impression! Asking questions didn't make a good 
impression, it made the impression that he didn't know what he was doing! He wanted to make 
Invader some day, after all! No- not "wanted to," "was going to" would be more accurate. And 
he wanted to do it as fast as possible. 


What did it matter if the thing was sentient anyway? He'd been assigned to dissect it, and he was 
going to dissect it. He picked up a scalpel, took a deep breath, and saluted for good luck. 

With the hand holding the scalpel. Ow. Oops. He pulled the tool away, gingerly feeling the cut 
he'd made along his temple, and glanced around to see if anyone had noticed the mistake. He was 
alone in the room. Huh! He'd never get used to that, after the crowded Academy. 


He looked down at the scalpel and saw his own translucent pink blood on the blade. He yelped 
and very quickly cleaned off the instrument. That looked really freaky, his own blood on a 
scalpel. Yikes. Zim wasn't the one being dissected here. 


Zim leaned over the test subject and cut that instead. It started screaming in pain after only a tiny 
cut and he recoiled, crying out himself. 

That would have gotten him dinged on an evaluation, big time. Well, he'd only done this in 
simulations! Sims didn't scream! 


It wouldn't stop, either, and its eyes, what was that look? He wondered if anyone would notice if 
he just put it back and said he'd dissected it. Yes, okay, they'd notice. 


He clutched the scalpel so hard it almost broke. He was shivering and had broken out in a cold 
sweat. Huh! He wanted to be an Invader, didn't he? They had to do this all the time and by Irk 
they liked it. 


There was a simple solution here. He slit the creature's throat to shut it up- 


-then he wrenched himself back to his present-day consciousness, and turned off the memory 
playback. 


Zim looked down at his shaking hands. His meat brains hadn't remembered one second of that. 
How had he gotten to be looking so far back in his memories, anyway? He'd sat down to do this 
with the intention of deleting the memory files that were obviously corrupted. The ones that were 
playing back at him all the time, like they had last night. That was an old one, he hadn't thought 
of that in almost a century. He'd been practically still a boy there. No- no no- a smeet. Smeet. He 
didn't need to be thinking in human, this was his base. 


He never intended to watch that memory again. He pressed ‘delete’ and felt a jolt as the command 
traveled from the computer interface into his connected Pak, which was still connected to Zim. 
Taking it off for this would have been a little stupid, this could take hours. 


He took his gloves off to wipe his sweaty hands on his uniform. He took a minute for some of 
the clammy feeling to subside a little and then he took a deep breath and scrolled through dates. 
What he wanted (or more accurately did not want) had only happened a few months ago. 
There. This might be it. He clicked on it. 


Oh no not this one he didn't want to watch this one this was only a week ago but he was sunk 
into it now, and it was so much fresher than the old one he'd just watched, and so much harder to 
pull out of- 


The frog was splayed out on the table in front of him. 


Frog dissection. This would have been five-year-old level on Irk (albeit only on a simulator). 
Humans didn't get to do it until adolescence, huh? No wonder they were all awful. 
This would be so easy. Zim cracked his knuckles and picked up his scalpel. 


"I'm glad I got you for a partner," Aki said. "You're the best lab partner ever. You do everything. 
I don't have to do any of it." 


"Uh huh." Story of Zim's life. He looked down at the frog and got ready to cut into it. Easy as 
cake. Slit open the frog, take out the organs, he'd done this a million times. 
Why was his pulse so loud? 


"Are you gonna do it? Ew, I can't watch. Guh-ross. I don't know how you have the stomach for 
itt 


"Please, this is nothing." Humans, now, they were gooey and gross and large. This would have 
been so much more difficult with a human, or a moose, or a... one of those... mammals. 


Funny, Zim hadn't actually dissected anything in weeks. He reached up to adjust his wig, which 
was getting damp and heavy with sweat- ow. He'd accidentally used the hand with the scalpel in 
il: 

He looked at the tiny smudge of his own blood that had appeared on the blade. 


Aki was looking at him. What? What was her problem? "Zim, are you okay?" 


"Yes, of course Iam! Don't be stupid!" He cut into the frog and oh yeah, there was the familiar 
feeling of blade through flesh, and... and... 

He clapped his hand over his mouth and grabbed the table with the other hand. Everything was 
getting fuzzy. 


"Zim? Zim! Miss Bitters, I think Zim needs to see the nurse!" 

"Nope-" He hung his head, taking deep breaths. "I... it's just... it's just a frog..." 

Present-day Zim finally managed to pull himself out of this and stop the memory. He collapsed 
in his seat, panting shallowly. He put his fingers to the side of his neck, checking his rapid pulse. 
Just a frog. It had been pre-killed and everything. 

He deleted that memory (not that there was much use of that, at least, not at the moment, it was 
still very clear in his mind and didn't require the Pak backup) and stood up, wobbling just a little. 
Well, enough of this, he had real work to do, after all! Sure he did. Like... well... like... 
something. 

He headed for the elevator to the house level. 

It was an hour or so later that Dib marched down Zim's front walk and pounded on the door, 
open laptop balanced on one hip. When there was no answer, he pounded on the door again. 

He heard a muffled cry from inside the base. "Go away! I'm not seeing anyone today!" 

Dib tried the door- it was open. He walked in. Zim wasn't in the living room and neither was that 
creepy little robot of his. Dib went into the kitchen. Zim was sitting at the table, hunched over a 
steaming mug of... something, probably not coffee or tea because of the water thing. But maybe 
it was alien coffee or tea... 

"Get out!" Zim snapped. "Get out right now!" 

Dib showed off the laptop screen. "What's this?" 

Zim scoffed. "How should I know?" He glanced over each shoulder and up at the ceiling. This 
was possibly not relevant to the situation at hand- Zim had been rather jumpy lately and Dib 
hadn't been able to get him to say why so far. 

"Didn't you send it to me?" 


"No! Get out of my house!" 


Dib took mental note of the fact that Zim had called his base- his Earth base- ‘home’. Again. That 
was the tenth time this month. Dib cringed every time. "It seriously wasn't you?" 


"No!" Zim's teeth were showing and he was leaning forward in his seat, hands planted on the 
table, back and shoulders tense. Dib backed up, just in case he got the idea to throw what was 
probably a scalding drink. "Get out of my house, you little-" He stopped, twitching his antennae 
and looking off to the side. "What's that smell?" 


"Oh, shut up! I just took a shower!" 

Zim drummed his fingers on the table. He flicked his tongue in and out like a snake. 

Dib looked back at the message on his screen. This was more important than just a creepy 
message- the threatening words were all the screen would display, the system was completely 
locked up. Dib couldn't get the computer to restart, turn off, or do anything at all. 


"HIGH EXPLOSIVES!" Zim screamed. He ran out of the room. 
"What?" Dib ran after him. "What are you talking about-" 
The blast hit as they were going out the front door. Dib was thrown a few feet. He landed on his 


laptop, which shattered and jabbed into his ribs. The noise made Dib's ears ring. 
Dib sat up and studied his broken laptop. It was completely broken in half. 


"Just great," Dib muttered, and couldn't hear himself speak because his ears were still ringing. 
His ribs were sore but didn't seem to be cut. 
He turned to see Zim's base flattened to the ground. His jaw dropped. 


Zim was sitting on the ground, shaking and pale and screaming over and over again. Dib couldn't 
hear that, either. He felt chilled. Was he deaf now? 


As he stood there, his busted laptop dangling from one hand and his coat flapping around his legs 
in the early spring breeze, the ringing began to fade, which was good, but in its place was Zim's 


hysterical screeching, which was bad. 


"Stop it," Dib said. Zim didn't stop. Dib went over and kicked him and he curled up, gasping, the 
screaming cut off. 


"Did you do this?" Dib said. 
Zim staggered to his feet. "Me? My own base." He sounded hoarse. Maybe he'd finally hit the 
critical scream level that hurt his throat. Maybe he'd be forced to shut up for a few blessed days. 


"You..." 


"Was there something in your basement that you left alone or made GIR watch or whatever? 
You blow yourself up a lot." 


Zim looked at the flattened base. "My base!" 


"Well, it used to be." 


"My beautiful base!" Zim fell to his knees, grabbing his antennae and wringing them. 
"Does that hurt when you do that?" 


Zim whimpered. He went over and started pawing through the debris. 


Dib looked at his laptop screen. It had changed, despite the laptop being completely broken. 
ONE DOWN, ONE TO GO 

"Uh, hm." The little hairs on the back of Dib's neck were standing up. "I think I'd better go 

home." 

He walked down the front walk and then ran down the sidewalk. 

He was breathing hard when he got to his house, his heart pounding. Everything looked fine, 

maybe- 

There was a loud boom and smoke billowed out of Dib's bedroom window. "AAH!" 

Gaz walked out the front door. She stared up at the smoking window, then looked over at Dib. 

Her eyes were wide. 


She scowled. 


Dib ran over and grabbed her wrist, pulling her down the front walk. "I will destroy you," she 
said. "But your pain will never end. You will scream for the sweet release that will never-" 


There was a second explosion. Dib threw Gaz to the ground and flopped down on top of her. 
She threw him off. He landed a few feet down the sidewalk. She got up and turned to survey 
what was left of the house. There were two huge holes where the living room and Dib's bedroom 
should be. Well, it was nothing worse than stuff that had happened before, but it was bad. 

"I have a Bloodguts tournament tonight," she said. "I've been waiting WEEKS for it." 

"Oh man," Dib said. "Oh man. Now what?" 

"If I don't have a SlayStation to play on-" 

Dib pointed at the wreckage. "My research, Gaz! My life's work!" 

Gaz grabbed his shirt. "My reputation!" 


"THE FUTURE OF THE PLANET EARTH!" 


"THE FUTURE OF YOUR LIFE!" 


Dib pulled out his cell phone. "Okay. Okay! I'm calling Dad! Maybe he has a back-up of the 
house." 


Gaz opened one eye. "A back-up? What are you talking about?" 
"I- I don't know, like he copied it or cloned it or-" 
"You think he made a back-up copy of our house?” 


"I don't know! He's Dad!" Dib put the phone to his ear. "Dad! Dad! Dad! The house blew up! 
Dad! It went to voice mail!" 


"Now what?" Gaz growled. 
Dib glanced down at the laptop screen. 


DARN IT 
DARN IT 
OKAY WE'RE OUT OF BOMBS JUST HOLD STILL WHILE WE GET THE SNIPER 


Dib blinked. 
The text changed. 


DON'T TELL HIM THAT 
It changed again. 


THAT WAS JUST A DEMONSTRATION DIB THE NEXT BOMBS WILL GO OFF WHEN 
YOU ARE ACTUALLY IN YOUR HOUSE 


"We need to get out of here," Dib said. 

"Why?" Gaz said. 

"Because-" Dib had an epiphany of the kind that only comes once in a lifetime. "Because there's 
a SlayStation at our secret vacation house. And it has Bloodguts on it." 

He expected Gaz to jump on that right away, but instead she turned her death gaze on him. He 
froze. 

"And is that really the only reason?" 

"Sure, of course. Look, the garage is fine!" 

A few months ago, Dad had gotten Gaz a car. He had not set aside the time to teach her to drive 


it (though she probably could have figured it out on her own). She had no interest in the car, as 
she had nowhere much to go, and had let Dib use it (never mind that Dib had no license and no 


one had technically taught him to drive either- oh well, he hadn't gotten caught yet) which was 
rather generous for Gaz. 


He went to the garage now, opening it up. According to the weird screen messages, there were 
no more bombs. Still, they should probably be in and out of the garage as quickly as possible. 
Tak's ship would have been another option. He considered it- maybe its tech would help him 
with the laptop problem- but there wouldn't be a whole lot of room for both him and Gaz in it. 


"Hey ! "W 
Dib whipped around. Zim was standing in the doorway. 


"What are you doing here?" Gaz said. 

"The Dib ran away before I could question him properly," Zim said. He'd rounded up GIR at 
some point, the robot was standing there next to him, dog-suited. "I notice your house appears to 
be largely missing. Either you horribly mishandled the explosives or it wasn't you who blew up 
my base." 

"Nice detective work," Dib said, rolling his eyes. 


Zim nodded curtly. "I know. Where are you going?" 


"We have a vacation home up north," Gaz volunteered before Dib could stop her. "Dib owes me 
a SlayStation." 


"I see." Zim scratched the underside of his chin. "GIR! Begin beta sequence." 
Dib shook his head. "Oh geez no." 


GIR did a quick warm-up stretch and then tipped his head back, yelling: "TAKE US WITH 
YOU!" 


"No! " 

"WE DON'T HAVE ANY HOME ANYMORE!" 

"No no no! Get out!" 

"WE'S LOST AND HOMELESS!" GIR put his face in his paws, sobbing. This might have been 
more effective if he wasn't so terrible-smelling and creepy. "PLEASE HELP US!" 

Zim looked completely impassive. Dib sighed. 


Gaz opened one eye. "Make it stop." 


"T LOVES YOU GAZZY!" GIR squealed. 


Both Gaz's eyes were opened now. "No." 
Zim yanked on GIR a little. "GIR that isn't part of the sequence." 


"IT WANT TOOOO HAVE- HIDEOUS CYBORG BABIES! BABIES I CAN EAT!" 
Zim cuffed GIR on the side of the head. 


"He is not coming," Gaz said. "Either of them." 

"Hm," Dib replied. 

"What hm?" 

"How about if I do your chores for the next month?" 

"I can make you do my chores whenever I want," she said with the faintest ghost of a smirk. 
He rolled his eyes. "Three months." 

"Why do you even want them to come? I thought you hated them more than I do." 

"I think there's something wrong with Zim. He's been weird for a while now." Dib's eyes 
narrowed. "And he knows it! Look at him sweating! Huh? Huh?" 

Zim looked from Gaz to Dib and back again, sucking his lower lip into his mouth. 

"And he needs us," Dib continued. "He's got no disguise on. He must have lost it. That means 
we'll have the upper hand." 

"Make it six months, they stay away from me, and I can hurt them however I want," Gaz said. 
"Well of course you can," Dib snapped. 

Gaz considered. "And I have control of the TV for the next month.” 

Dib's jaw dropped. "But... but..." 

"He is sweating,” Gaz noticed. 

Dib snorted. "Fine, I have the Internet. All right! You can-" 

Zim and GIR were already in the backseat. 

Dib got in the driver's seat and Gaz took shotgun. Dib pulled out onto the road. Gaz took her 
Gameslave out of her pocket and started losing herself in it. 

"Dib?" 

Dib looked up at the rearview mirror and saw Zim looking back at him. Just his eyes were 


framed by the mirror and, maybe because Dib was a bit in shock and had been up most of last 
night, he was struck by Zim's appearance as if seeing the alien for the first time- and as an alien, 


not someone he had regular conversations with and knew almost like another person- he looked 
like an exotic insect, sort of rainforest-colored, and very much inhuman, and it was really kind of 
staggering that this weird bug creature could comprehend and engage in human conversation. 
That was part of the wonder of the paranormal, really, the levels of humanity from human to 
meta-human to hybrid human to whatever Zim was, obviously not human, but able in some way 
to relate to humanity- 

Dib shook himself and said "Yeah, what do you want?" 


"I will remember this," Zim said in a low hiss, narrowing his eyes. Just the fact that an alien 
could understand concepts like memory, and display human expressions, and... 


Dib shook himself again. Man he was tired. "You do that." He had no idea what Zim even meant 
by that. 


Professor Membrane had built the secret vacation house in case his children ever were too much 
in the public eye and he thought they needed to be quickly hidden for whatever reason. So far, 
that hadn't happened and didn't seem too likely to ever happen, judging from the total lack of 
interest in Dib and Gaz from the world, so they used it for the times Dad had a few days off and 
decided he would take a vacation with the kids. That didn't happen often and it hadn't happened 
in a few years. Hopefully the house was still there. Wasn't there someone they paid to go check 
on it every so often? 

Dib supposed they would find out. 

Now who were these people after him? Why were they after him? 

The list of paranormal entities that might be annoyed with Dib was a long one. The list of 
paranormal entities that might also be simultaneously annoyed with Zim was shorter. (Dib wasn't 
accustomed to taking non-paranormal entities into account.) There was any living relative of the 
chupacabra, and there was the werewolf the two of them had hunted last month. There was no 
mystery about why Zim had helped with the werewolf- it had dug up all the laser gnomes in 
Zim's yard and then crapped on the front walk and peed everywhere. 

Did werewolves know how to use technology? Hmm- 

"Cow," GIR mumbled from the backseat. 

Zim startled. "Hm! Eh? Yes. Cow." 

"My cow," GIR cooed. 

"No, GIR," Zim said with an odd air of patience. "All cows belong to me." 


"Shut up," Gaz said. 


It was going to be a three-hour trip, Dib realized. 


Chapter Three: 


Every second of the Tallest's time was of absolute crucial importance. 


By even deigning to speak with the Irken on the screen, they were doing her a huge favor, even if 
she was working for them, and they could even totally have her killed if she didn't appreciate 
them enough or they got bored. This was a total nobody, too. She wasn't even an Invader or 
anything. Red didn't know what her story was. She had been sensible enough not to talk about 
herself. 


Red didn't even remember her name. Chack or something. He didn't care. He didn't have to care 
about her, he was the Tallest. All he knew was that she was sane and decently competent, and 
therefore could be allowed to investigate this stuff. Also, she was totally unimportant, and if the 
thing she was investigating was as serious as it was supposed to be (which it probably wasn't), 
and she got killed, then whatever. 


He picked up the report she'd given them, holding it where she could see it. "So. Everything in 
here is true, eh?" 


"Yes, my Tallest. Every detail in my report is as true as I can verify it to be." 

Red narrowed his eyes slightly. She was one of those who talked with a faint accent because... 
Red didn't know. Irkens didn't have regional dialects, she must think it made her sound classy or 
intimidating or- whatever. He didn't care why. He just cared that it was annoying. "Well, soldier, 
I hope you know what you have to do." 


She nodded. "Take no prisoners." There was faint relish in her voice. 


"Good." Red tilted his head back, raising his eyebrows. "Now, you probably know there's 
another Irken on that planet." Her lips got tight. "We're sending him to ‘help’ with your mission." 


"I see," she ground out. 
Purple was grinning. He liked this part. "And if he gets in your way, you can kill him!" 


She looked much more pleased now. 


The first fifteen minutes went uneventfully. Gaz played her game, GIR and Zim traded inane 
comments about what was out the window... and then it started. 


"So Dib. Tell me what happened to my base." 


"It exploded." Dib didn't take his eyes off the road. "You were there. I know you know what 
explosions are." 


"Why did it explode?" 
"I was about to ask you that." 
"I didn't blow up my own house!" 


"Except you didn't just blow up your own house!" Zim kicked his seat. He could kick hard. "Ow! 
Okay. Fine. I think it was werewolves." 


"Werewuuuuuuulves?" 


"Yeah, it's the only thing that makes sense." 
Zim scoffed and tossed his hands in the air. 


"Stop talking,” Gaz said. 

"I was done trying to speak to this ape anyway," Zim said. 
"Good. Stop. Now." 

"Look! Clouds!" GIR squealed. 

"Unh huh," Zim muttered. 


Dib pulled out his cell phone and tried to get in touch with Dad. He connected this time. 
"Dad! Dad, there's been-" 


"I can't chat right now, son! I've just learned about a horrible betrayal of my SCIENCE! If you 
need anything, please contact your uncle Jed!" 

He hung up. 

Dib had not been aware he had an uncle. 

Zim was sitting folded up and tense in the backseat, obviously uncomfortable. "Dib," he said. 


"Yeah." 


"GIR is- look at him!" 


"What?" GIR had taken off his dog suit and was folding and unfolding it. "He looks... kinda 
normal, I guess. Considering." 


"No. He's, uh... he's very unstable! He'll destroy your car! You need to let him out." 
Dib studied Zim's pale face in the rearview mirror. "Are you getting carsick?" 
"Me? Ha." 


"Because if you're gonna throw up, I will let you out of the car. You don't... need to make up 
weird things about GIR." 


Zim huffed a little. 

Dib called the Swollen Eyeball Network. He got a busy signal. 
A busy signal. Dib hadn't heard one of those since he was six. 
Zim looked fidgety. 


"Zim, if you're carsick, please just... tell me," Dib said. "I don't like aliens puking in my car. I 
will pull over. I won't even make fun of you." 


"I'm not allergic to Earth vehicles. That's stupid." 
"Okay." 


Dib tried to call the SEN again. Nothing. He might not be able to contact them without Internet 
access. 


Zim was staring out the window, wringing his hands. GIR was rocking back and forth, humming 
softly. 


They were on a nice, empty stretch of road with wide shoulders. Enh. Dib would just pull over. 
Just in case. 


He pulled over. Zim immediately ripped the door open and leaned out, retching. 


Dib rubbed at his temples. "Okay, we've been in the car twenty minutes now, and you're acutely 
carsick. We have two hours and forty minutes more of driving." 


Zim coughed and scrubbed at his mouth with the back of his hand. He was shaking. "You said," 
he croaked, "you wouldn't mock me." 


"I'm not mocking you. I'm just pointing out that it's going to be a really long trip if I have to pull 
over every twenty minutes to let you vomit." 


"Put him in the trunk," Gaz suggested. 


Zim let out a deep breath, letting his head hang. "It's not... it's... the stench..." 
"I can roll down the window." 


Zim scooted back inside the car and shut the door. Dib rolled down the windows. "Are you going 
to be okay?" 


"Of course I am." 


"Right. Okay." Dib pulled back onto the road. "I guess it's not possible to puke forever anyway. 
You're not that big, either. You'll run out of vomit." 


"Nnoh." 

"I'm getting hungry," Gaz said. 

Dib blinked slowly. 

About twenty minutes later, when they reached the next city, Dib went through a drive-thru and 
got Gaz a burger and GIR a dollar menu chicken sandwich. Zim was curled up in the backseat, 
being silent. Dib did not trust this silence, but at least there hadn't been any more incidents. 

Dib tried to call the Swollen Eyeball Network again and got through to Agent Robot Vampire. 
He tried not to audibly sigh in relief. Robot Vampire was a good agent. He was cool. He had a 
mutant ear in one cheek that could only understand German. 


"Agent Mothman. It's not usual for you to call from your cell phone. What is the haps?" 


"There's been an incident. My house was partially destroyed in an explosion. I'm fleeing to an 
undisclosed location right now. The Spider is with me. His base was destroyed. Totaled." 


There was a sullen cry from the backseat. "I know you're talking about me!" 

Dib ignored him. "Has there been any recent werewolf activity near my house?" 

Zim sat up in the backseat, looking disheveled and flushed. "I know The Spider is Zim!" 
"Shut up," Dib said. "No, not you, Robot Vampire." 


"Hmm, I'll check on that activity," Robot Vampire said, ignoring the gaffe. Good agent. Good 
man. 


Zim wouldn't shut up. "You call me that to my face sometimes, you know! I have a name!" 


"I know your name!" Dib snapped. "You only scream it at me every other sentence!" 


"LIAR!" 


"This is you! 'I'm Zim and I'm going to take over the Earth by being Zim cuz I'm Zim and also 
I'm stupid!"" 


"Shut up," Gaz said. 
Dib shut up. 


"T don't sound like that at all. The Dib has gone mad," Zim said, turning to GIR. 
GIR was giggling. "He's makin' fun of how you yell all the time!" 

"I do not." 

"You yell at me! ALL THE TIME!" 

"Maybe if you listened to me, I wouldn't have to-" 

"You yell about how you're Zim! But I knoooow!" 

Zim shook his head. 


"I live in your house!" GIR added. 


"Okay," Robot Vampire said in Dib's ear. "There is in fact a recent report of werewolves sighted 
in your neighborhood. Very astute, Mothman.” 


Dib knew he was astute. Nice of Robot Vampire to be willing to admit it. "I'll have to keep my 
eyes peeled. Make sure everyone's advised, Robot Vampire." 


"Got it." 


"Mothman out." 
Dib hung up. 


GIR was squishing Zim's face between his hands. "I knooow!" he was saying. "I 
knooooo0o000wwwwww. Boop!" 


Zim looked depressed. "GIR..." 

"Boop! Boop! Boop!" 

"I'm gonna throw up." 

Dib pulled over. Zim opened the door and leaned out, panting. 


Talking to Agent Robot Vampire, who was something of a legend for his mutant ear, had jogged 
Dib's brain a little. Zim had recently had not one, but two, close paranormal encounters. Before 


that, he'd been entangled in some shady science experiment deal, and he'd been living on a 
foreign planet for the past three years. He was at high risk for mutations. Dib would have to 
examine him when there was an opportune time to do so. Mutating would explain Zim's recent 
anxiety and general strangeness, as well as last night's attack of paranoia and today's nausea and 
vomiting- though the latter was probably plain old travel sickness. Zim could be bizarrely fragile. 
(Dib checked himself for mutation daily. So far he hadn't caught anything.) 


He waited, drumming his fingers on the dashboard. Zim gagged for a bit- it sounded very violent 
and painful- and then pulled himself back into the car, lying down with his head in GIR's lap. 


"Aw," GIR said, gently stroking Zim's antennae. "He likes me." 
Zim made an incoherent noise of dismissal. 


"So antenna touching isn't sexual at all I guess?" Dib asked. 
Gaz was looking right at him, eyes wide. "Wh- what?" 


Dib shrugged. He thought it was a perfectly reasonable question. "Some agents in the network 
have theorized about-" 


"No," Gaz said. "Never. Never- never say 'sex' again!" 


Zim sat up, rubbing his eyes. "What? Huh?" 
GIR was clapping and squealing. 


"Never mind," Dib said. This wasn't worth it. He'd always been pretty sure Zim's species was 
asexual anyway. "This subject will have to wait." 

Gaz was still staring at him. Dib didn't understand what her problem was. He was a scientist, 
after all. 

There were two hours left until they could expect to reach their destination. 

Zim was lethargic and despondent for the rest of the trip, lying in the backseat at the tender 
mercies of GIR, who apparently couldn't decide whether he wanted to comfort Zim or harass 
him. He cycled through holding Zim's head, poking him in the face, planting sloppy kisses on 
him (Zim didn't seem to appreciate that), and yanking on his antennae. 

"That doesn't bother you?" Dib asked Gaz, who was quietly playing her game while Zim yelped. 
"No," she said. 

"Should I put GIR in the trunk or something?" 

"No . "W 


"You could trade places with him, maybe-" 


"T said it doesn't bother me." 


"Oh. Okay." Dib looked in the rearview mirror. Zim was finally scooting over to the far end of 
the seat, trying to avoid GIR. GIR looked offended. 


Dib pulled onto the gravel driveway leading to the secret vacation house. Finally. 

Well- 

It could have been worse. 

The path leading to the front door was clean. The weeds weren't too bad. The paint on the walls 
was peeling a little but not much. 


Dib got out of the car and starting walking back and forth to stretch his legs. 


Gaz got out, went to the front door, took the house key out from under the mat and unlocked the 
door. 


GIR got out and followed her in. Dib would have to go and keep an eye on them in a moment. 
Zim didn't get out. He sat in the car, fiddling with the hem of his skirt thing and shooting 
sidelong glances at the house. The place had an eerie, deserted feeling. Dib could understand 
why Zim didn't like the looks of it, skittish as he was lately. 


Understanding why Zim was upset did not mean Dib was at all sympathetic. "Oh come on," he 
said. "There's nothing in there. Get out of the car." 


"Yes, yes, in a minute." 

Dib was being a little hasty, he realized. He and Zim had a moment of privacy- no Gaz to take 
issue with things, no GIR to defend Zim- and now might be a good opportunity to check Zim for 
mutations. "Hey," he said. "I've noticed you're a little weird lately." 

"I am not." 

"You were practically passed out on the way here." 

"I was sick from your horrible car." 

"Well... whatever. Thing is, you're a high mutation risk." 


That got Zim's attention. "Me? No! Of course not. What is this mutation risk you speak of?" 


Dib sat down next to Zim. "You've been exposed to lots of things that could make you mutate 
and I want to check you for anything of that type." 


Zim shook his head, edging away. "You are not to examine me!" 


"I promise on my honor as a paranormal investigator that I'm just going to check you for 
mutations and that's it. Look, GIR's right in the house. If I try anything on you, call him out here 
and he'll blow me up.” 

Zim was considering this. 

"If you do have an uncaught mutation,” Dib said, "you could die, you know. Before you even 
know there's anything wrong!" However, before that, he could turn into a violent, mindless 
killing machine and destroy a bunch of innocent people, which was why Dib was willing to help 
try to find any dangerous mutations instead of just letting Zim die. 


"What does this examination entail?" 

"I'm just gonna look you over a little, it's not going to teach me anything about your physical 
structure. Here, I'll start by looking at your head." Dib leaned forward, pressing on Zim's 
forehead, cheeks and temples- extra eyes or mouths showing up in those places were a common 
and mostly harmless form of mutation. "Does this hurt?" 

Zim was trembling a little. "No, not at all." 

"Let me know if anything hurts." This was made a little easier by Zim not having hair- a little 
harder because Dib didn't know if there were any changes to the antennae he should be looking 
out for. "Is this the normal consistency of your antennae?" 

"UBS. YES” 

Dib felt the sides of Zim's neck. No gills or anything. His shoulders were normal too, well, as 
normal as usual. One of them had never healed right after a little brush with a bullet- a bullet 
from the same gun that had given Dib a small scar on his cheek. It made Dib a little queasy to 
realize he and Zim had matching scars. There were some schools of paranormal investigative 


thought that would suggest the two of them were somehow connected now. 


The area just above Zim's Pak between his shoulder blades felt a little puffy. Dib pressed on it 
until Zim turned and looked over his shoulder. "What are you doing?" 


"Does this hurt?" 

"No. Why are you still poking me?" 
"This area is a little swollen, I think." 
"Hm. Feels normal. Stop poking me!" 


"All right." Dib started to feel up and down Zim's sides. Zim pushed him away. "I'm looking for 
extra arms." 


"I can examine myself from here." 


"You probably don't know what to look for." 


"Yes Ido." Zim ducked out of the car and headed inside. 
Dib shrugged. He followed Zim inside. 


The inside of the house was dusty and felt empty, even though it wasn't empty- in the living 
room Gaz had started getting her game ready for that evening. GIR was sitting on the couch, 
watching her. Zim stood near the door, wringing his hands. There were at least two other sentient 
creatures in the house with him (GIR was iffy on that front), and Zim was breathing audibly, and 
Gaz was clattering around. So why did it feel so silent? 


It was probably just that Dib was tired, and not a sign of any paranormal activity in the house. He 
pulled out his cell phone and checked the reception. Decent. There was a functional computer 
downstairs last he knew, he could use that for researching the current situation. 


He headed for the stairs and Zim sort of hung a few feet behind him, trying to follow him 
without being inconspicuous and failing utterly. 


Dib let him follow. He needed to keep an eye on Zim, after all. Keep him in check. 

He went down into the basement, which was even dustier and sort of cramped. The computer 
was in the corner of the 'game room’, which had something kind of like a foosball table in the 
middle of it- Dad had modified the table and now only Gaz could figure out how to play the 


game. There was a tarp over the table at the moment. 


Dib tried booting up the computer. It displayed a blank, sickly pale green screen for a few 
minutes and then switched to a normal Windows 95 screen. 


Windows 95. 
Dib sighed and pulled up Internet Explorer. 


He made his paranormal forum rounds, keeping everyone in the loop, touching base, looking for 
clues to what had happened, of which he found zero. 


He didn't realize he'd been online for hours until he heard Gaz yelling from upstairs that pizza 
had arrived. Dib went upstairs to grab a slice, and while he was there he checked on GIR and 
Gaz. GIR had built a cushion fort on the couch and was sitting in it, Gaz was playing video 
games. Everything seemed fine. 


Dib went back downstairs. Zim was still there, he hadn't followed Dib upstairs. He was sitting 
under the not-foosball table and reading a book. 


"You can read?" Dib blurted. 


Zim jumped. "What?" 


"You're reading a book!" 

"I'm an elite Irken warrior and brilliant scientist! I've traveled more galaxies than your Earth 
science even knows exist!" Zim leaned out from under the table, staring at Dib as if Dib had 
three heads. "Did- did you honestly think I was illiterate?" 

Well, no, Dib guessed not, but... but... "But you're just sitting there reading!" 

Zim studied Dib a minute longer, then apparently decided this wasn't worth his time. He 


retreated under the table. 


There was a not-great futon (with a TV next to it) by the back wall. Dib could sit on the futon 
and observe Zim under the game table, reading his book. 


Dib took a bite of pizza. He was very tired, and had a whopping headache. He hadn't noticed 
before... too much to do. It was understandable though- what an intense few days. 


"So here's the situation," he said. "Remember that werewolf we chased off a few weeks ago?" 
"Yes," Zim hissed. 

"T think that's what blew up our houses." 

Zim threw his book. It skittered across the floor and hit the futon. 

"I'm glad you're taking this well," Dib said. 

"I could tear your throat out. You're destroying me, you know!" 

"That's kind of the idea. That's always been the idea." 

Zim crawled out from under the table, stretching out across the floor to retrieve his book. He 
withdrew back under the table, lying on his side with his back to Dib, using the book for a 


pillow. It didn't look very comfortable. 


Dib shifted into a more comfortable position. "I didn't ask werewolves to blow up your house, 
you know." 


"Enh." 

"You could show some gratitude. I'm letting you stay with me, and I even checked you for 
mutations. I put up with you being carsick the whole way here." 

Zim just sputtered. He was so difficult sometimes. 


Dib finished the last few bites of his pizza. "By the way. That spot on your back-" 


"What spot on my back?" 


"That swollen area just under your neck? You seemed to get a little weird about it." 

"Hm?" Zim reached back and patted the base of his neck. "There is nothing abnormal here." 
"It seemed puffy." 

"Nope, nope." 

"Hm. What are you reading?" 


"None of your business." 

Typical. 

Dib lay his head down on the arm of the couch. He couldn't actually afford to go to sleep, but it 
had been a long day. 


The Dib was snoring. It was obnoxious. 


Zim sat up, not remembering he was under a table, and his head hit the leg of it. He rubbed at the 
resulting burst of pain in his scalp. 


He crawled out from under the table and surveyed the room. It was a typical musty human 
basement, with the game table, the computer, Dib on the couch, a water heater in the corner of 
the room, concrete floor, things stacked in the back in a jumble of storage... nothing unusual. The 
smells were of dirt and concrete and inactivity. Nothing to worry about at a- 


The water heater kicked on with a roaring noise and Zim screeched and cowered, his pulse 
thumping. 


Ugh. 


At least he hadn't woken the Dib. He smoothed back the bases of his antennae, taking a deep 
breath. Nothing wrong, everything fine. He needed to get those corrupted memory files out of his 
Pak- that had to be what was making him jumpy. Maybe he could use that outdated Earth 
computer in the back of the room to navigate through the files. 


First, he'd better check on GIR. 


Upstairs, the Gaz thing was sitting on the couch, playing a video game. The game was loud with 
gunshot noises and full of blood splats and the sounds of it made Zim's head vibrate painfully. 
GIR had made a little fort out of a nasty-smelling pizza box. He seemed fine. 


Gaz was eating some kind of dry, sweet-smelling thing out of a bag. Zim hadn't found time to eat 
recently and he'd sicked up anything left from the last time he had eaten and whatever Gaz had 
didn't smell too bad- 


"Don't distract me," Gaz said, having apparently noticed Zim coming closer to investigate the 
substance she was consuming. 
Zim picked up the bag and looked at it. 


"That's mine," Gaz said. 
The bag was large, and mostly full. 'Caramel popcorn’ was the name on the bag. 
"Aren't you scared of food anyway?" she said. 


"I fear no food," Zim told her. He picked up one of the oddly-shaped pieces of ‘caramel popcorn’ 
and looked at it. 


"Whatever," Gaz said. 
Zim took a deep breath and touched the very tip of his tongue to the piece of caramel popcorn. 
Well, nothing was sizzling. 


He ate three pieces of the popcorn and decided to stop there, his throat and the muscles around 
his belly still ached from his earlier bouts of motion sickness and he wasn't in a hurry to repeat 
the experience. The popcorn didn't have much of a flavor anyway. 


"You're so weird," Gaz said. 


"I want some popcorn,” GIR said. Zim handed him the bag and left the room to investigate the 
rest of the house. He might be stuck here a while. 


The kitchen and bathroom were completely typical of Earth homes, if a bit emptier than normal. 
There were two bedrooms, one with nothing in it but a set of bunk beds and the other with a 
large flat single bed and a lot of décor resembling Dib's father, like there was in Dib's house in 
town. 


That was about it. 


Zim went back to the living room. There was a cabinet next to the TV with some movies in it. 
Zim could not really care less about those if he tried. 


"Go away," Gaz said. Zim had no reason not to oblige her. 


He wanted out onto the front steps. The night air was cold and damp and he shivered. 

The car was exactly where it had been left. The front yard was edged by woods, woods full of 
rustling noises and squeaks and chirps and things. The air smelled sharp and springy and wet. 
Zim realized he was quite unarmed, apart from his Pak. He glanced around because humans 
sometimes had stacks of firewood and tools and axes and things in their yards, but such wasn't 
the case here. He withdrew inside. 


There was another door to the outside in the kitchen. He looked through it- it was made of glass. 
It didn't actually lead straight outside, it led into a porch that then led outside. Zim went out on 
the porch. It was cold out on this side of the house too. How shocking. 


He left the porch and stood outside. This side of the house didn't have woods on it, it had a hill 
leading down to a lake. 


Zim headed down to the edge of the lake and stood there on the shore, looking out at the vast, 
cold, silent expanse of water. The lake reeked of mud and dead things, dead, cold, slimy things, 
and if he listened close, he almost thought he could hear someone speaking in a whisper- 
someone chanting, ladybird fly away your house is gone, your friends don't want you, and this 
place wants you even less, so go back in your hole and never come out 


Why was he doing this to himself? 
He went back inside. 


Okay, the computer. The one in the basement. He was going to hook himself up to it and try to 
fix up these problematic memory files. 


He went downstairs, where Dib was still peacefully sleeping on the couch, his breathing deep 
and rhythmic and so easy and free. He was stiller in his sleep than he usually was. 


Zim looked through the pile of things in the corner that were being stored by the humans. There 
were a lot of bins and board games and some more movies, and a stereo. 

Here was a pool cue. It felt nice and solid in Zim's small three-fingered hands. He would keep 
this near him. 


Zim sat down at the computer. The ports needed a little adjusting before they would connect to 
his Pak, but nothing too difficult. 


He stared at the green-tinted screen, holding the pool cue flat in his lap and taking note of the 
creaks and bubbles of the house and its plumbing. 


Now, where was the memory he wanted? 


He looked down at his interlaced fingers. What he needed to delete were memories of the white 
building, those were what taunted him. It was completely out of the question to put off looking 
for those memories on the off chance that he would end up revisiting something unpleasant. He 
was an Invader, after all. 


Which was why he went cycling all the way back to his memories of smeethood- or rather, 
which was NOT why, because- okay. He was going farther back because Dib had jogged his 
memory about something. Not because he was putting off looking at the other thing. 


Zim ducked out of the sensor range of the guardbot and walked into the med bay. There were 
rows of white platforms in here and it smelled like harsh chemicals that made his antennae 


tingle. Smeets were littered across the platforms, slumped in injured heaps. Zim made a mental 
note never to end up here. 


There was Skoodge, sitting on the edge of one of the platforms, playing a handheld video game. 
Zim walked over to him. "Hey!" 


Skoodge looked up. "Hey!" 


Skoodge had a wad of bandages plastered to his back just above his Pak, and he smelled of blood 
and chemicals. Zim sat down next to him. "When will you be out of here?" 


"Oh, a day or two," Skoodge said. "It only hurt for a moment when they were doing it. But it's 
excruciating when my meds wear off." 


"Hm " 


"It's nice of you to check on me," Skoodge said. "Almost suspiciously nice! Better not get 
caught." 


Zim wasn't really here to check on Skoodge so much as he was here out of boredom but okay, 
whatever. "Uh huh. So you'll be out of training for a whole day?" 


"Yeah. It's not really a big deal, though. You're out of training right now. When are you gonna 
get yours out?" 


Zim evaluated the wad of bandages stuck to Skoodge's back. "Oh, I'm not." 
"Huh?" 

"I'm not having mine taken out, I don't want to." 

"But if they start growing in later, won't they mess up your Pak and kill you?" 


Zim patted the back of Skoodge's hand. "Oh Skoodge. As if. We're genectically... we're 
genealogially... we're..." 


"Genetically engineered?" 


"I was getting to that! We don't really have birth defects that will kill us if they're not taken out. 
It's all a test." 


"But... but Red and Pur were told they don't have any," Skoodge said. "If it was a test-" 


"It's a very good test," Zim acknowledged. 


Skoodge frowned. "But if we weren't genetically engineered... they wouldn't be in the way, and it 
would be kind of cool! The brochure said the flaw is a small price to pay for the advancements 
we've-" 


He stopped, noticing Zim chuckling and patting his hand some more. "Skoodge, Skoodge. You're 
very good at following orders, aren't you?" 


Skoodge looked down at the ground. "Yes..." 

"You'll make a wonderful drone someday." 

Skoodge stuck his lower lip out. 

Zim looked about the room. There was a purple-eyed girl sitting on the other side of the room, 
holding her knees and looking off into space. She had identical bandages to Skoodge's on her 
back. She saw Zim looking at her and glared at him. He looked away. 


"Don't you have all of yours?" Skoodge was saying. 


"I already told you, it's all lies. So no. I don't have any. But yes, they did tell me I have all six of 
them." They had apparently known Zim would be difficult to convince. 


"Wow, all six! I only had two and it still hurts! No wonder you don't want 'em out." 
Zim scowled. "I'm not scared of anything!" 


"I didn't say you were scared," Skoodge said, holding his palms up. "Just that you can't take 
pain!" 


"T'll show you pain!" He slugged Skoodge on the upper arm. 
"Ow." 


"If I did have them, which is not true, they'd never grow in anyway. You had your back cut open 
for nothing! Why didn't you ask me about this first? You should have asked me!" 


"It's kind of not optional though! I mean, I don't really know what they'll do when you tell them 
not to cut yours out," Skoodge said. 


"I just won't show up. Look, Skoodge. If Red and Purple had genetic programming flawless 
enough to successfully remove their buds, I certainly can't have any buds. Let alone a full set of 
six. That would make me all but defective." 


Skoodge shrugged. "I don't know. Red and Pur are kind of weird. They hatched out of the same 
pod, and they have weird necks. And you're so little! The little aerodynamic ones are the ones 
that-" 


Zim hopped down to the floor. "This conversation is over!" 


"But Zim," Skoodge said, "do you wanna risk it? If they do grow in, they'll probably knock your 
Pak clean off! And you won't be able to put it back on! And then you'll die!" 


"You know I could just cut them out if they start to grow," Zim said. 

"But what if you're on an alien planet? And it's horrible? And there are no surgeons?" 
"T'll do it myself. Well. I'd better train. G'bye, Skoodge!" He started walking away. 
"Oh," Skoodge said. "Okay." 


"You're an idiot," the girl with purple eyes said as Zim was leaving- probably talking to 
Skoodge. 


Zim had seen all he needed to, he stopped the memory playback. 


He reached back to feel between his shoulders, just above his Pak. Oh no it was puffy there 
wasn't it. Oh no. 


T'll do it myself,’ he'd said as a child. Smeet. Not child, smeet. 

Zim did not particularly want to cut open his own back. Surely if they were growing in there was 
some kind of pill he could take to make them... stop. Surely there was nothing actually growing 
out of his back and his uniform had just gotten wadded up funny and nothing was wrong and 
somehow this was Dib's fault. 

He jumped. There was a little light blinking at the edge of his vision. It was telling him his Pak 
was falling off and he had less than half an hour to live- oh- no- it was nothing of the kind, it was 
an urgent message from the Tallest. 

Zim Sat straight up and arranged his uniform and made sure there was nothing on his face, and he 
accepted the call. If the Tallest were calling him, it had to be super urgent. Incredibly urgent. 

The faces of the Tallest filled the computer screen. Oh, he'd forgotten his Pak was plugged in 
there. 

He saluted. "Sirs! I am at your command!" 

"Where are you?" Purple asked. "Did your base blow up again?" 


"That's certainly far less important than the needs of the Tallest! I am ready to receive orders!" 


"Why does your base keep blowing up?" Purple asked. 


Zim felt one antenna twitch against his scalp. "I-" 


Red was shaking his head. "Never mind about that. We have something very special for you to 
do, Zim." 


"Yes, sir!" 

"We need you to go to these co-ordinates and destroy whatever you find there." 

"Ooh. Okay." Zim shuddered, feeling something buzz in the back of his mind as his Pak 
downloaded the co-ordinates. "I will not disappoint you, my Tallest. There is none so amazing at 
destroying as Zim!" 


"Oh, we know," Purple said. 


Zim might as well pull up these co-ordinates on the computer screen since he was plugged into it 
anyway. He started clicking around. The interface was weird. 


"So," he said, just casually, just making small talk, "do you remember when..." He paused, 
running his tongue over very dry lips. It was actually punishable by death to talk to the Tallest 
about a time when they were not the Tallest, childhood companion or no. He'd have to phrase 
this carefully. "You know how smeets used to have that removal surgery?" 

Purple blinked. "What? What are you talking about?" 

"The vestigal... removal... procedure," Zim hedged. 


"Oh right, that was a thing," Red said, scratching under his chin and looking up at the ceiling. 


"Did you ever have that?" Zim opened his mouth to answer but then closed it, noticing Red was 
looking at his co-Tallest, and not at Zim. 


"Tch, no," Purple said. "We didn't have anything to remove to begin with. Because we're better 
than everyone." 


"I didn't have the procedure either," Zim said. 
"T thought you had all six of your-" 
"I said I didn't have it," Zim said, a bit sharply. 


Red blinked slowly, his face showing nothing. "You don't still have buds, do you?" 


"Because if they grow in it'll probably interfere with your Pak," Purple said. "And make it fall 
off. And you'll die!" 


"Yeah," Red said. "The new smeets don't have those anymore, do they? We finally fixed their 
genes, right?" 


"I dunno, I don't care." Purple took a sip of his drink. Zim would have liked something to drink. 
There was nothing to drink in this human domicile. 


"If I did have them," Zim said, "what would be my chances of survival?" 


"Good, if they don't grow in." Red's eyebrows rose. "Terrible if they grow in. You'd have, what, 
a ten percent chance or so that they grow in above or around your Pak and you don't die?" 


"And a ninety percent chance that you die horribly because your Pak falls off!" Purple chirped. 


"T hear it hurts like a slorrbeast mauling too," Red mused. "That's not even the death part, that's 
just the growth part." 


"I see. Well. It's a good thing I never had any buds," said Zim, and since lying to the Tallest was 
also punishable by death he looked at the information that had come up on his screen and 
"No," he heard himself say. 


"No what? No buds? Because you said that already." 


"This is the white building." 


Chapter Four: 


Tak stuffed her hands into her pockets, narrowing her eyes against the biting wind. 


This part of Earth was completely unpopulated, covered in tall grasses and low bushes and 
nothing else. It didn't reek the way Dirt did but it was just as lively. As in, not lively at all. As in 
deserted. As in Dirt and this place were both deserted and Tak had had enough of deserted, thank 
you. 


She would wait here as long as necessary. She'd gone fifty-three years now without getting hers. 
She could handle a few hours more, even if it was cold. 


As she'd never finished her Invader training she had no ocular implants and could not see in the 
dark. She squinted up against the inky sky until she saw the pink light appear. 


She took the knife out of her pocket and held it at her side. She'd never killed another Irken 
before, especially not in cold blood, and she hadn't even intended to kill him. She'd considered it, 
but given the situation, killing Zim seemed like... er... well, overkill. She'd wanted to show that 
she didn't even need him to be permanently out of the way to win. 


She still thought she could win without killing him if she wanted to, but while 'you have 
permission to kill him' may not have been an order, she could take a hint. 


The Voot was descending. She could see it clearly now. It looked different, maybe he'd installed 
some upgrades. 


The Voot landed a few feet away. She held the knife behind her back. A gun would have been 
less messy, but she hadn't been able to get hold of one. Military clearance was required to get a 
gun as an Irken in an Irken system. He would be tipped off immediately if she went after him 
with her Pak implements, so she'd gone with the knife. Maybe she could get up close to him with 
a friendly greeting and then slip the knife into him somewhere lethal, wherever was most 
convenient, before he knew what was happening. He was so quick to believe he was wanted... he 
was so stupid that way. 


There was no need to hurt him unduly. She'd done that already, the last time she'd been here. He 
just screamed and acted like an idiot and did pretty much the same thing every time. Instead of 
going through all that again it was better to just minimize the duration of the act and the chances 
of him hurting or killing her as he fought back. 


The Voot opened up and the driver got out and unless he'd grown an inch or so and gained thirty 
pounds that wasn't Zim. 


Tak did not consider herself to be someone who startled easily but she almost dropped the knife. 
"In... Invader Skoodge?" 


He was walking over to her in a crisp march and he stopped short when she said his name. 
"Yeah! Hey, how do you know that?" 

"What? You were on the news," she said. She'd had nothing to occupy herself with on Dirt but a 
broken TV that only picked up news broadcasts and the Vortian sports gauntlet, which was really 
boring. "What are you doing here?" 

"The Tallest called me!" 

Tak was still holding the knife. 

She had no intention whatsoever of killing Skoodge. She slipped the knife back into its sheath in 
her pocket. "I was expecting... someone else," she said. 

He grimaced slightly. "The ‘other' Skoodge?" 

"No! Zim.” 


"Oh!" His antennae perked up. "Yeah! I don't know why they didn't call him. I didn't think the 
Tallest even knew I was living here." 


"You... live here?" Earth was busy and populated, but it was completely cut off from any 
civilized part of the universe. She wouldn't have chosen it. Especially since Zim was still on it. 
(After three years. Three! A decent Invasion timeline was two months at most!) 


" Yeah, I used to live in Zim's base-" He'd what? "-but after a while, I wanted to branch out, so I 
moved to this other continent, it's pretty cool." 


"Oh," she said. "Well... all right... I suppose..." 

He shrugged. "Yeah, I never was reassigned, so..." 

"So..." 

"Hi. " 

Er... "Hello..." 

Tak shifted her weight back and forth. She had not planned for this. She had never thought she 
would meet Skoodge, an Invader whose career she'd followed rather closely... like everyone else 
(she assumed), she'd expected him to fail and be horribly killed. When he'd succeeded instead, 
she did not understand why that success hadn't qualified him for more work, but she supposed it 
wasn't her place to worry about that. 


"Why didn't you conquer Earth? How long have you been here?" 


Skoodge shrugged again, looking down. "Well, it's not my assignment. I didn't want to get in 
Zim's way." 


"Why... why not?" 


Skoodge could only shrug a third time. "So... you know, it's kinda cold out here! Is there 
somewhere to go inside and talk?" 


"Yes." She shook herself. Yes, it was extremely cold. "Yes, I have a headquarters set up just over 
there in the trees, so..." 


"So..." 

"Yes," 

"Yeah!" 

He grinned at her. 

She had not expected this. 


Dang it Dib had fallen asleep dang it dang it. 


He sat up, rubbing his eyes. Zim was clattering around in the dark somewhere, muttering. 


"What are you doing?" Dib tried to demand, but he was still mostly asleep and it came out like 
‘Wharrdoee.' 


Zim didn't answer. "I'll have to call them back," he was muttering. "Have to. I. No. No!" 


There was another clattering noise. Dib was much more awake now. "Zim!" he cried. 
Zim yelped. 
"What are you doing?" Dib asked. 


"I- Dib!" He sounded startled, as if he'd forgotten Dib was there. "I-" 
Dib's glasses had somehow remained in place while he was napping. He adjusted them a little 
and then got up, groping along the wall for the lightswitch. 


"Outside," Zim mumbled and Dib was pretty sure what followed was the sound of him going up 
the stairs. 

Dib turned the lights on and went up the stairs after Zim, squinting against the sudden bright 
light. 


Gaz was still playing video games in the living room. Zim went right through the kitchen to the 
sliding glass doors and out on to the porch, as if he knew where the door was. Had he cased the 
joint while Dib was asleep? 

Dib noted that the clock on the wall read 3:03 as he followed Zim outside. 

Zim was heading down to the lake. He went right to the shore and headed down along the edge 
of the water. He was holding a pool cue and waving it aimlessly around. He was moving in a 


disjointed, floppy fashion, as if he was injured or off-balance. 


"I should have known," Zim was saying. "It was too easy. Too easy!" He was so close to the 
water. He was right up against the edge. Zim wasn't too fond of water; this was a little strange. 


"Get a grip," Dib said, expecting to be ignored. 
He wasn't disappointed. "It never ends, none of it. None of it! What have I done..." 


Zim slowed to a stop. His green skin was silver under the moonlight and his red/purple/whatever 
eyes were glittering coal black. 


Dib stopped where he was as well. He'd forgotten, somehow- maybe because there had never 
been any real incidents- but there'd always been something a little funny about this lake. 


"You hear that?" he asked. Gaz had always claimed not to hear the lake. 
no one believes you and they never will 


"I..." Zim rubbed his eyes as if he was just waking up. 
no one has ever seen the things you see 


"Hear... hear what?" 

do you really think he's real, that ridiculous pink and green... thing 

"I don't... hear anything,” Zim muttered. 

you're insane, Dib, accept it and go away 

"I don't hear anything," Zim repeated, holding his head in one hand, keeping a death grip on the 
pool cue with the other. 


"Sure you don't." Dib went a little closer to him. "There's some kind of weird energy in the lake. 
I've never seen what's in there, but I'm guessing someone drowned and imprinted, you know, 
standard haunting. It's pretty mean and it always says to leave but at the same time, it sort of 
pulls you-" 

Zim took a faltering step closer to the water. 

"Don't do that," Dib said. "It'll absorb you and use your life essence to become stronger and more 
evil." 


Zim shook his head. He turned and started trotting down the shoreline, farther away from the 
house. Dib kept pace with him. 
"So how long were you loose in the basement?" Dib asked. "Did you do anything to it?" 


"What? No. Be quiet." 

"You stole our pool cue." 

"Oh yeah," Zim mumbled. The pool cue looked scratched and battered. Dib had no idea what 
shape it had been in before and didn't know whether or not to accuse Zim of wrecking it. 

The wind whipped at Dib's hair, howling over the lake, which was covered in sharp little waves 
that glinted in the moonlight like blades. The moon was bright, but it wasn't full. Not yet. Not 
quite. 

"Hoo," Dib muttered, hugging himself to try and hang on to a little body heat. 

Zim was rubbing his temples. Dib did not particularly want to go through the whole rigamarole 
of asking Zim what his deal was only to have Zim insist there was no deal and then Dib would 
say there was a deal and Zim would scream about being better than everyone and really Zim was 
obviously not a threat right now so maybe Dib would just go inside and back to sleep and 


"T refused a direct order from the Tallest!" 


Or Zim could start talking. Judging from his body language and where he was looking, he was 
actually addressing the pool cue, not Dib. Okay, whatever. 


"You what?" Dib said. 
"The Tallest! Iam an Invader. How can I..." 


"What kind of order?" 


"T'll have to call them back and tell them I was joking. Yes." Zim hugged the pool cue. His eyes 
were wild and unseeing and his antennae were flapping around in the wind. Dib wondered if that 
was painful. "I actually was joking, you know, I wouldn't really..." 


"What are you plan-" 


"I'M NOT PLANNING ANYTHING!" Zim whipped around and hit Dib in the gut with the pool 
cue. Dib fell to his knees. 


"Man! I was just," he wheezed, "asking if-" 


"STOP IT! STOP! STOP!" Zim dropped the pool cue and clutched his head with both hands. "I 
CAN'T TAKE IT ANYMORE! SHUT UP, SHUT UP, SHUT UP!" 


Dib was quiet. 

Zim hugged himself and rocked back and forth, gasping. 

He looked like a wounded animal. Zim in this state of mind could be dangerous. Dib slowly 
reached for the dropped pool cue. Zim snatched it up and clocked Dib on the head with it. Ow. 
Zim started pacing back and forth, holding the pool cue like it was a parade rifle. His movements 
were jerky and fast. "You don't understand. You can't. You're a human. You're a smeety human! 
You're twelve!" 

Dib rubbed his forehead. He was going to have a bruise, he guessed. "I'm fifteen." 

"You are a mere smeetling of TWELVE!" 

"I'M FIFTEEN YEARS OLD AND I SHAVE!" 

"I DON'T CARE!" Zim hit the ground with his pool cue. "YOU!" He hit the ground again, 
swinging the pool cue like a golf club and kicking up a plume of sand. "ARE! DIRT! AUGH, 
there's sand in my eye!" He sat down with his back to Dib, rubbing his eyes. 

The warm house beckoned Dib, and Zim was so not a threat right now. Maybe if Dib hung 
around for his tantrum Zim would divulge some kind of information about his species, but 
probably not. Maybe he should just- 

Zim turned around. "They're back." 

"Who's back?" 

"The white building." 

Dib blinked. "General Labs?" 


Zim popped to his feet. "DON'T CONTRADICT ME!" 


Dib held his hands up. 
"How can they be back?" Zim demanded. "I saw their leader dead! I cut his head off myself!" 


"I.. I don't know... you did what?" 


"Why is this happening?" Zim grabbed double handfuls of Dib's shirt and started to shake him 
back and forth. "Why do these things happen to Zim?" 


Dib tried to twist out of his grip. "I... don't... I don't know that either! Karma? It seems like you 
do a lot of it to yoursel-" 


"What's happening to me?" 

"1. still don't know! Let go of me!" 

Zim let go. "My chest hurts!" 

i (is 

He was fanning himself as if it wasn't zero degrees out or something. "I can't breathe!" 

"Maybe you should calm down!" 

"CALM DOWN?! CALM DOWN?!" Zim clutched his head with both hands and just screamed. 
Dib was now standing on the shore of a haunted lake, freezing, at three in the morning, watching 
a tiny bug alien have hysterics. He wondered for a moment if he'd ever find 'real science’ more 
interesting, and then wanted to slap himself for even thinking that. 

Zim was now sitting on the sand holding his head. His face was turned out of the moonlight now 
and was just a black void. He was moaning and whining like a dog someone had left out in the 
cold. Out in the freezing, shivery, black, dark, dank... Dib's ears were smarting. Ears could freeze 
and fall off. That was a real thing that could happen. 

"Why don't we go back inside?" 


Zim wrapped his arms around himself tightly and squeezed. "Mmmmnnmmmm." 


Dib considered picking him up and bringing him inside. Enh. Zim was bony and squirmy and 
usually smelled unpleasant. Plus he could kick. "Is there anything physically wrong with you?" 


"I... [don't know." Zim pressed his antennae to his head with his hands. "I feel so horrible!" 
"Like how?" 


"Horrible! HORRIBLE!" 


"I don't know what you mean. Again." 
"Nnnn-" 


Dib sighed. "You're shaking. I think you're cold. It's cold out. Very. Cold. Why don't we go 
inside?" His hands were numb. 


Zim whimpered some more, then "Okay." 

Dib started heading for the house. Zim followed after him, sniffling. 

Gaz had turned off the TV and was asleep on the couch, curled up into a little ball with her hair 
tossed all around her face. GIR was sitting on the floor, picking at something. Dib went closer to 
look at what was going on. There was a line of ants coming into the house through a tiny crack in 


the wall. GIR was stamping them out with his thumb one by one as they entered. 


Well, hm. 
Dib saw no need to get involved in that. 


Zim headed down the hall, still sniffling. Dib followed him. He went into Dad's bedroom- again, 
he walked straight into the room as if he knew where it was ahead of time. 


"You did case the joint," Dib muttered. His face and hands felt hot and prickly now, adjusting to 
being out of the wind. He reached up to feel his sore ears. They were like ice. He refused to 
believe Zim hadn't been freezing his antennae off, too. 

Zim made a whining noise and crawled under the bed. Dib blinked. 


Zim re-emerged from under the bed, coughing. "Do you humans never CLEAN?" 


"Get out of here!" Mindful of how Gaz really, really didn't like to be woken up, Dib tried to 
whisper while still conveying his righteous anger. "This is my Dad's room!" 


"So?" Zim pouted like a two-year-old. "He won't mind. He doesn't hate me." Zim withdrew back 
under the bed, started coughing again and came back out with gray smears of dust on his berry- 
bright uniform. 

"Zim, get away from there. You know you're asthmatic!" 

"I'm what?" Zim bared his teeth. He must have thought ‘asthmatic’ was some kind of insult. 

"I thought you were here to /earn about Earth!" Dib told him (forgetting to whisper). "What do 


you even do when I'm not chasing you, huh? Huh? Sit around and play video games?" 
Zim's eyes narrowed. 


Asthmatic’ means you have alien cooties that will contaminate the area under my dad's bed. Get 
out of there," Dib said finally. 


Zim huffed and dusted off his uniform. He was wheezing slightly. He had always had noticeable 
allergies to dust that seemed worse lately, maybe because of his brush with the flu a few months 


ago. "Fine." 


Dib wasn't even allowed in here- not that Dad was around to be angry, but still. Dib left the room 
and Zim followed. 


Dib headed downstairs. It was best to keep a good distance from Gaz when she was sleeping. 
Dib sat down on the futon and Zim crawled under the game table, lying down on his belly and 
folding his hands under his chin. 

Dib folded his hands over his knee, feeling like he'd gone right back to where he'd started last 
night. Zim was even taking his book out again. Dib caught a look at the title this time. Zim was 
reading War of the Worlds. Oh, the irony. 

Dib cleared his throat. "So... here's our current situation." 

Zim raised an eyebrow when Dib said ‘our' but didn't look up. Dib wondered if Zim knew he was 
fully visible under the table. 

"My bedroom and living room are totaled but the rest of my house is probably still there, and the 
stuff in it is probably accessible, though the house might be unstable and dangerous!" Maybe Dib 
should have grabbed a few things before taking off. Oh well. Too late now. "Your base is 
completely flattened, along with everything that was on the house level-" 

"Yes. I know." 


"-T can't get in touch with my Dad, there are werewolves after me and you say General Labs is 
back." 


"Mmhmm." Zim turned a page. 

"How long have you known about this?" 

"I was just informed." 

"Okay. And you say something's wrong with you?" 
"With me?" Zim scratched under his chin. "No I'm fine." 
"You said you felt horrible." 

"When?" 


"A few minutes ago!" 


"I feel fine." 

Dib rolled his eyes. "Okay. Now what are we going to do about General Labs?" 

Zim blinked slowly, without expression. "Do?" 

"Yes! We have to do something! They're totally evil! And- wait, didn't their building blow up?" 
"Yes, they have a new one. In the wilderness! Hold on." Zim put a fist to his mouth and started 
coughing wetly. Dib recoiled. 

Zim spat out a piece of paper. "Behold! Their co-ordinates!" 

"Ew ! " 

"What?" 

"EWWWW!" 

"Whaaat?" Zim looked offended. 

"That's... just... really gross. Don't do it again!" 

Zim snorted at him. "Your jealousy is pathetic, Dib worm." 

"How did you even do that? Did you swallow that? Are you like... half printer?" 

"Ha! You can only DREAM of this knowledge!" 

Dib shook his head. 

"I have powers," Zim told him. 

"Uh, like what?" 

Zim tilted his head, narrowing one eye and looking generally deranged. "I have developed the 
amazing ability to predict RAIN! With only my shoulder! Does that not threaten the cohesion of 
your primitive earthly mind?" 

"Is it the shoulder you got shot in?" 

Zim frowned. "Yes. Why?" 

"Does it hurt when it's going to rain?" Zim got all quiet. "Because that's kinda typical, really-" 


"SILENCE! I didn't ask you if it was typical, I told you to be amazed!" 


"Whatever. Zim, we need to do something about General Labs. Stop changing the subject." 


Zim looked away, stony-faced, one antenna twitching. "Isn't it obvious that we need to destroy 
it?" 


Dib raised his eyebrows. "Wow, Zim. I'm really shocked." 


Zim's voice was low and flat. "Destroy it. From the outside. Flatten the building with all of the 
evil humans still inside, so that they all die until they are quite dead and cannot return. Expunge 
them from the face of the planet Earth before they are aware of our presence." 


"Killing a bunch of humans, huh?" And ‘until they're dead' to boot. "Yeah. Convenient, Zim." 


Zim ground his zipper-teeth together. "You've seen them! You've seen what they've done! You 
read the files, Dib, does your little primordial lizard brain not grasp what they did? Don't you 
want to make them pay? I thought you wanted to protect your fellow humans." His eyes got wild. 
"Or maybe you are truly driven by your hatred and jealousy of ZIM!" 


Dib decided that to acknowledge that last one, even to contest it, would only feed the bloated 
ego. "There are probably innocent people in there. They were bringing in test subjects and letting 
them wander around to observe them before doing anything. Innocent, unmutated people! We 
can't just kill off a bunch of-" Zim had gotten really pale. Dib sighed. "What? What now?" 


"I... huh? Nuh... nothing." Zim put a hand to his head, staring into space with bulging eyes as if 
he'd seen something too horrible to comprehend. It was the same look Dib had seen on a lot of 
haunting victims. "Nothing." 

"There is so something you had better not be sick! I can't stand you when you're sick! Stop it! 
Just stop!" He wasn't sure what exactly he was telling Zim to stop doing. Zim wasn't really doing 


anything. 


He was nibbling on his lower lip a little. He sat up straight and threw his shoulders back. "You 
do know what they're trying to do, Dib. You're not that dense, are you?" 


"Making some kind of gross zombie soldier. But it's totally not working." 

"It wasn't working three months ago, Dib." 

Dib considered this. "Are you worried that their project's succeeded since then?" 
"No. No, they're just humans. No." But his face said 'yes.' 


"Most of those three months were probably spent changing leadership and locations. I doubt they 
had time to get anything accomplished." 


"They coulda had two buildings the whole time! And a second Tallest!" Zim was gesturing 
wildly and looking around the room with eyes that seemed to focus on something that was only 
there in his mind. "What if..." 


Zim using vernacular like 'coulda' and accidentally referring to humans by Irken terms was Zim 
on his last frayed nerve and potentially dangerous. "What if you calm down?" 

Zim laid his antennae back and hissed. 

Dib sighed and looked up at the ceiling. "Is there any chance of you letting me deal with this?" 
"Of course. Because you handled yourself so brilliantly the last time, Dib. I was amazed." 


Dib added ‘nasty sarcasm’ to his long mental list of weird things Zim did when he was upset. "Oh 
right. You did way better. When you were throwing up on my shoes and getting shot at." 


"You little-" Zim jumped to his feet and hit his head on the underside of the table. "DOH! OW!" 


Dib snickered. Zim was trembling. He came out from under the table and walked up to Dib, 
glaring into his face. With Dib seated and Zim standing they were almost the same height. 


"Fine." Zim clutched his hands together in a knot. "I'll allow you to go in ahead and try to free 
your precious 'unmutated test subjects’. I'll give you... say... three days before I destroy the 


building." 


"Hm. Okay." Dib drummed his fingers on the couch cushion. "And if I don't come out?" He had 
a pretty good idea what would happen if he didn't come out, actually. 


"Then you never come out." 
"Because you'll blow me up, I take it." 
"Yes," 


"Fine." Dib held his hand out for a handshake. Zim just looked at it. Dib put his hand back down. 
He didn't know why he'd done that. Reflex or something. "It's a bet." 


A/N: [haven't even thanked my proofreaders Implode and Donnistar. That's horrifically rude of 
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Chapter Five: 
Tak picked up her collapsible pointer, pressed the sections together into a neat little pen-shaped 
rod, and put the pointer back into her Pak. Skoodge leaned forward in his chair, studying the 
sheet with her notes on it. She hadn't expected to be showing those notes to anyone. They were 


messier than she would have liked. She thought she was even missing a comma or two. 


"It sounds like you have everything covered," he said. 


"Yes, well... yes, I do," she said. In fact, she couldn't think of a single thing she needed Skoodge 
for. She ached to just tell him to stand in the corner and not touch anything but really, she didn't 
need to be rude to him. It wasn't his fault the Tallest hated him and kept sending him on suicide 
missions, including one that was very much in Tak's way. 

Was Tak going to get in trouble if Skoodge survived the mission? She really didn't want to kill 
him. 

"But everyone could use back-up," he said. 


"I suppose," said Tak, who had never had back-up, ever. Invading was a solo project. Even if you 
were officially on payroll, which Tak wasn't. 


He was still studying her notes. "What if they don't hire you?" 


"I will make them hire me. I have methods." She hunched her shoulders. "If they don't I'll go in 
as a test subject." There were obvious reasons why being a test subject would be less desirable. 


"Okay. What if they find out you're Irken? You said they found out about Zim." 
Tak snorted. "Because he's incompetent!" 


"But what would you do if they found you out? It's always helpful to plan for contingencies! 
Even if they're unexpected!" 


"T'll..." Tak's mouth went dry, she actually hadn't planned for being found out. Like she hadn't 
planned for Zim running to his little human friends three years ago. 


"Maybe if you're discovered you'll call me and I can come get you!" 

"Yes, that was the plan," Tak snapped. 

Skoodge didn't seem to notice her short tone. "Okay!" He took out a pen and wrote 'CALL 
SKOODGE IF CAUGHT ' on Tak's plan. Her claws dug into the top of the table. He was writing 
on her notes... 

"There!" he said. 

He'd written on her notes. 


"Are you okay?" he asked. 


"Oh, yes!" she chirped, fiddling with her gloves so she wouldn't succumb to the irrational urge to 
take away Skoodge's writing implement so he couldn't do that again. "Just fine!" 


"Okay. When did you want to get started?" 


"I've already gotten started." She took a deep breath and let it out. "They're interviewing me for a 
scientist position in a matter of hours." 


It was 5 AM and the human had only just now gotten back to sleep. 


Zim closed his book and put it back in his Pak. He had spent the last hour or so mostly just 
reading the same sentence over and over as his squeedly-spooch twisted and untwisted and re- 
twisted and his palms sweated onto the insides of his gloves. 


He went to the computer in the back of the room and hooked himself up to it. He sent a signal 
out to the Tallest. 


They appeared on his screen. 


Zim had rehearsed a little speech in his head- it had been a very good one, he thought, getting his 
point across clearly, succinctly and humbly- but now all he could say was "I'm sorry, I'm sorry." 
The Tallest just looked at each other. 

Zim cleared his throat. He felt as if he was choking. "I mean... what I mean is... I accidentally 
disconnected earlier." 


"That's good,” said Tallest Red, "because it sure seemed like you said 'no' to us-" 
"More than once-" Purple added- 
"-and then you hung up on us.” 


"Me? No, sirs!" Zim tried to bow. The best thing would have been to lie face-down before them 
but he was sitting and could only awkwardly double over. "I was forced to use some faulty 
human technology to communicate. It cut out. I was just about to accept the mission and make it 
my highest priority." Zim suddenly didn't know what to do with his hands. They kept clasping 
each other, fiddling with his antennae, adjusting his gloves... 


"Okay, good, we'd hate for anything to have to happen to you," Purple said. 

It was, of course, a capital offense to refuse a direct order from the Tallest. Zim had gotten away 
with not following orders before, but he'd never actually said no to their faces. 

He saluted, putting on his most loyal expression. 


"Well we have to go talk to some Invaders who aren't going to say no to us and commit treason, 
Zim," Purple said. "Bye!" 


They hung up. 


Zim drew his knees into his chest and folded his arms on top of them, scrunching up into a tiny 
balled-up heap. The basement was a little chilly and his own body heat felt nice. 


He could hear Dib snoring. Dib didn't know how easy his pathetic little life was. If Dib felt 
stressed and overworked and not entirely well he could just run off and do human vacation 
things. Or sleep. Invaders were tireless and did not take breaks and certainly did not take naps. 
There was to be no more delaying. He needed to be in top condition for this new mission and he 
needed those corrupted memory files out of his Pak now. 


Zim had really known where to look for his memories of the white building the whole time. His 
Pak was an extension of himself. He knew what went where. 

He spent the next half hour deleting things, averting his eyes from the screen and trying to keep 
his mind blank. 


Wait, here was something he should probably examine. 


Zim had spent three days in the white building that his meat brains didn't remember. Somehow, 
it had never occurred to him to look in the Pak files to find out what had happened. Well, he'd 
been busy at the time. Extremely busy. Extremely busy with not dying. 


He had to know. He started the playback. 


Zim knew he should leave and get back to work, but he couldn't seem to work up the will to 
move. He was lying on a flat and not altogether comfortable bed in a room that was completely 
empty except for a small bedside table with two syringes on it, one empty, one containing a little 
bit of blue liquid. There was an open doorway leading out to the hall. 


There was a human here. An adult male with brown hair. He was pacing in and out of the 
doorway. 


Zim was not restrained in any way. He just didn't feel like he could... move. 


There was a small device stuck to his Pak. He wondered if removing it would give him more 
energy, but he could not work up the will to try that out. 


The brown-haired human had told him that the Tallest had said this was necessary, for him to be 
here. How could a human be in contact with the Tallest? How could the human know about the 
Tallest at all? Zim would have to carry out a full interrogation. Later. When he could move 
better. 


Zim was wearing the overalls he'd had on for a science experiment, and the goggles. His hands 
were sore because the byrum he'd been working with had mauled him a bit. He wriggled into a 
less uncomfortable position and licked at one of the most painful cuts. Doing that took up all of 
his energy. 


There was another human in the doorway, a blonde woman in a white coat. She was whispering 
to the man, wide-eyed. The man nodded and pointed in Zim's direction. 


The woman came closer. "Wow. A real alien." 


She stood over Zim, studying him all over- like how Dib did, but without the malice. "Wow. All 
green and everything." 


"Yep," the man said. "It's a little skittish, now. Be careful. Don't be too loud, don't make sudden 
movements." 


Zim wanted to scoff. 
The woman was still looking him over. "It's kinda cute, in a homely way." The woman's hair 
looked very soft. For a brief moment of insanity Zim wanted to touch it to see if it was as soft as 


it looked. Even if that craziness hadn't passed, he doubted he was able to raise his hand that far. 


"Okay," the woman said, picking up Zim's arm and rolling up the sleeve to above the elbow. She 
picked up the empty syringe. 


"What are you doing?" Zim managed to ask. He sounded muzzy, as if he'd been sleeping. Ew. 
The woman froze. 


The man stepped forward. "She's just taking a little blood sample. The Tallest okayed 
everything.” 


"It speaks English," the woman said. 


"It does, Gloria. It's a fascinating creature. We're excited to have that blood sample, to learn 
more," the man said. 


The woman- Gloria, apparently- nodded and drew a little blood from Zim's arm. It hurt a bit. Not 
too badly. 

He wanted to ask why the Tallest were allowing the human race to study the Irken one, as they 
were in fact enemies, but a sentence that complex was just too hard. 


Gloria picked up the other syringe. "This... this might be a little uncomfortable for you," she said 
haltingly. 


"Mmhmm." He was an Invader- discomfort meant nothing. 


She injected the liquid and it made Zim feel cold all over. He whimpered. "I'm sorry,” she 
muttered. 


Present day Zim ripped himself back to his senses enough to put the memory in fast forward 
(which felt extremely unpleasant). He shuddered as ghosts of the chilling and then cramping 
effects of whatever that blue stuff was tore through his body. 


Never did the past version of himself ask what it was. 


Zim watched himself be X-rayed and MRI'd and examined and at one point he couldn't watch 
anymore and he deleted the whole file and went back under Dib's game table. 


When Dib woke up again it was light out. 


He yawned and stretched and checked the location of the alien. Zim was under the table, sitting 
there cross-legged, head hanging, not moving. 


Dib went upstairs. Gaz had gotten up and gone to bed at some point, and was asleep now. GIR 
was watching some annoying, ugly, loud cartoon on TV. 


Dib looked around in the kitchen for any sort of supplies. He found three chipped plastic spoons, 
a box of Twinkies from 2005, some coffee from 2003, and a rusty coffee maker. 
It was 7 AM. 


Dib scraped off as much of the rust as possible and started up the coffee maker. He needed to be 
as awake as possible. He needed to plan. 


He heard movement on the other end of the room and looked up to see Zim sitting down at the 
little card table that was set up there. He looked tired and pale. 


"What is that reeking substance?" he asked. 
"This? It's coffee. It helps you wake up." 


Zim rubbed the back of his neck, grimacing. "You cannot pull yourself from the disgusting state 
of sleep without a certain substance?" 


"Why do I even talk to you?" 
Zim hesitated. 
"That wasn't a real question," Dib told him. "It was rhetorical. You aren't supposed to answer." 


"T knew that." 


The coffee maker was done. Dib realized he had no mugs or cups of any kind to pour the brewed 
coffee into. He'd have to drink it directly from the jar once it cooled... and drink it black, too. 
Fantastic. 


Dib sat down across from Zim at the table, leaving the coffee to cool. "Let's talk strategy." 


Zim shrugged. His movements were sluggish. "What strategy? I'm going to go back into the 
underground portions of my base to get some explosives. Then I'm going to take the Voot to the 
building, destroy it and go home to rebuild. You're going to run around inside the building on a 
fool's errand that I expressly told you not to attempt! I don't care how you do that." 


"What Voot?" Also, Zim had referred to his base as 'home' again. "Your Voot blew up. It's 
gone." 


"Oh," Zim said. He looked down at the top of the table. "Yes." 


Dib laced his fingers together. "Let me make some things clear, Zim. You're three hours from 
your base, by car. Your underground base might not be accessible even if you could get there. 
The above-ground part is totally gone. You have no disguise. You're kinda trapped. Unless you 
wanna go out there and wander around in the woods a little." 

Zim wouldn't make eye contact. 

Dib leaned in. "So here's the thing. If you're a good little space monster and you play nice, I'll let 
you keep parking your sorry green hide in my turf. If you keep being unco-operative, the Swollen 
Eyeballs are a phone call away and you have nowhere to go, my friend.” 

Zim kept his eyes down. 

"Do you understand me, Zim?" 


"Yes," he said, in a flat tone. "I understand." 


"Okay." Dib checked the coffee. It was already lukewarm. He tried to drink it. It was absolutely 
nasty. 


Zim's hands were all balled up together and his jaw was clenched. Maybe Dib shouldn't have 
antagonized him quite so much, what with the recent nervous breakdowns and screaming 
nightmares and all. There was ‘keeping the alien in check' and then there was 'playing chicken 
with his homicidal urges'. Dib wasn't in a great position right now either. "Do you want to try the 
coffee?" he said, to lighten the mood. 


"No ; " 

Zim looked really tired. "You might be able to eat the grounds. They'd taste bad, but-" 

Zim stood up, slamming his hands down on the table. "[ DON'T WANT ANY COFFEE!" 
"Okay. Fine." Dib choked down some more of the bitter brew. He wondered if the Twinkies 
were worth the risk. He was starving. 

Zim was breathing heavily. He looked twitchy. 

Dib decided to try a Twinkie. He took one out. It was rock hard. "I'm going to need to get in 
there without them knowing I'm there. Any ideas?" 


"No," Zim muttered. 


"I need my stealth suit. We're going to have to go back." Another three hours with a carsickness- 
prone alien. And GIR. Yippee. 


"Mmmmh." Zim rocked back and forth. His eyes were glazed over. 


Dib unwrapped the Twinkie and started trying to eat it. His teeth could barely make a dent in it. 
"I guess these things don't last forever after all." 

Zim put his head in his hands, sighing. 

Dib studied the Twinkie. It was obviously stale, but did that mean it would make him sick or did 
it just mean an unpleasant eating experience? 


"Dib?" 

He turned to see Gaz standing in the doorway. She was wearing pajamas that he remembered 
being very baggy three years ago- they fit snugly now. 

He and Dad had laughed at her in her mountain of felt. She hadn't liked that. That had been a 
while ago. 


"Yeah?" he said. He was suddenly very aware of this rotten green space monster sitting in a 
space that was full of family memories. Now when Dib came to the vacation house he would 
also remember Zim sitting there at the card table looking crabby. 


"It's Sunday morning." She opened one very intense eye. "We need our pancakes." 


"Yeah, we don't have any food," said Dib. He'd been planning to leave for General Labs soon, 
but now wasn't the right time for that, he realized. He didn't even know where its new location 
was. He had the option of trying to look at the piece of paper Zim had spat up and decipher 
whatever Irkens used to describe locations, but ew. No. 


And Gaz. Gaz shouldn't be anywhere near that place. If she ever knew what was in that 
building... and what she'd done the first time... not that she'd meant to do it... not that Dib would 
ever let her find out... 


Gaz was standing there, waiting. 


"I guess I'll go get some supplies," Dib said. He wondered if he could reasonably leave Gaz all 
alone here in the middle of nowhere while he and Zim went off on a death mission. No, not 
really. He'd have to try to get in touch with Dad again. But wait! Dib couldn't leave Gaz alone 
with Zim while he went for supplies. He couldn't leave Zim unattended in the house at all. At the 
very least he'd steal more pool cues and junk. 


"Come on," he said to Zim. "You're coming with me! Under my direct supervision!" 
"No," Zim said. 

"Yes ! "W 

"No I don't want to." 

Dib looked over at Gaz. 

"What? You think I will harm your 'precious baby sister,’ Dib?" Zim mocked. He dug his 


knuckles into the corner of his eye. Dib wondered why he seemed so tired- Irkens didn't usually 
sleep. "I once thought you were observant." 


"I don't have any idea what you're talking about," Dib said. 

"Little Gaz." Zim inclined his head in her direction. "She's more of a monster than I am. Th- that- 
than you think I am." 

Gaz shrugged. 

Dib's eyes narrowed and he adjusted his glasses. He did not appreciate these allegations being 
made towards his sister. 

"Go," Gaz said. "Get the food." 

"But..." 

"What would I possibly even want with her?" Zim seemed annoyed now. 

Gaz had never had a problem with Zim before and Dib was starving and getting food seemed 
like a good priority. "Fine." Dib went to the door. "If you do anything to her, Zim, if you hurt 


one hair on her head, I will crush you like the worthless bug you are." 


"Whatever." 
Dib left the house. 


Dib was gone and he might not stay gone for long. Time for swift and precise business dealings. 


"Okay so," Zim said, before Gaz could walk away, "do you remember when you killed the leader 
of the white building?" 


"Are you talking to me?" 

"Yes." There was no one else in the room. 

"No," Gaz said. 

"The large white building with the disappearing doors. You destroyed the leader, and then stole 
the files," Zim said, wondering why the blasted pig never showed any signs of feeling when 
these important things were discussed. Humans were all about feeling. They didn't acknowledge 
their unpleasant, unwanted emotions and move on like Zim did and like Zim was pretty sure 
Irkens were supposed to do, they purposefully invoked feelings out of a twisted sense of fun. 
Zim hated feelings. Humans were stupid and suicidal. 

"I didn't kill anyone," Gaz was saying, still without feeling. 


"Yes you did. You broke his neck." 


Gaz opened one eye. "When?" 


Had she really done it by accident, then? Zim shrugged. "Never mind. The operation's returned 
and we have to once again destroy it. I do not trust the Dib to destroy it properly." 


"Why would I help you?" 


"Why would you, Gaz?" Zim stood up in his chair. "What in the entirety of the vast, glorious 
Irken Empire of GLORY and POWER could you possibly WANT?" 


"You to shut up." 

Rude. "I can give you things your foul little human mind can't comprehend. You like video 
games, correct?" 

She grunted. 

Zim leaned forward. "I can give you video games. I can give you video games like you have 
never gamed. Be... before." He didn't think that had turned out right. 

Gaz's eyebrows rose. "Like you've never gamed?" 

"Do you want this amazing offer or not?" Zim spat. He had a pounding headache. 

"No." She started to turn away. 

"Gaz!" Zim jumped up onto the table. "I can give you anything, Gaz. Anything!" 

"No you can't." 

"I can so! Look at me when I'm speaking to you! Gaz! Gaz!" 

Gaz turned. "What's your problem?" 

"This is serious, Gaz. I will do-" His mouth was suddenly dry. "Anything." 

Gaz seemed to be considering this. "Anything, huh?" 

Every nerve in Zim's body was screaming no. 

"Anything," he said before he could chicken out. The mission was the important thing. He could 
handle some weird obligation to Gaz. He'd probably just pretend to have forgotten all about this. 
She held his gaze for a minute. 

"No," she said. She walked away. 

Dib had left his coffee pot sitting on the table. Zim kicked it over. Then he picked up one of the 
discarded Twinkies and considered it. It looked nasty but his Pak was signaling to him that it 


would work more efficiently if he had something to eat. His body was sending him the same 
signal. It wasn't particularly pleasant. 


Gnawing hunger did prove to be less unpleasant than the taste of this oblong yellow rock thing. 
Zim threw it hard against the wall instead and felt a little better when it made a sizable dent. 


The sky was slate gray and felt low and heavy. Tak could smell approaching rain in the air. She 
could almost taste it. 


Zim's notes and the schematics he'd collected had described a fifty-story building all in white that 
was unlocked- you could walk right in. 


This new base was ten stories, gray, and ringed with barbed wire fencing. There was a bright red 
sign on the padlocked gate that said: 


AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. 

There were more signs all along the fence. 
KEEP OUT. 
ELECTRIC FENCE. 
DO NOT ENTER. 
TRESPASSERS WILL BE PROSECUTED. 
TRESPASSERS WILL BE SHOT. 
BY ORDER OF PRESIDENT MAN. 
Tak's favorite: 


THERE IS NO INFECTION HERE. 
(Her holographic disguise hid a light gas mask as well as her true species. Just in case.) 


A woman in a long white coat was exiting the triple-locked and quadruple-bolted front door. She 
came to the gate and opened it. Tak walked right through. 


The woman in the white coat ushered her into General Labs. The door closed behind her and 
locked several times. 


Tak had spent several months in space in a very small escape pod. Knowing she might not be 
able to leave the building made her chest feel tight. She took a deep breath and willed herself to 
focus. 


"Right through here," the woman muttered, ushering Tak down a long hallway. Zim had 
described high technology in the original base and that had been borne out in the files he'd sent. 


This was a shabby warehouse-looking place with bad lighting and bare concrete walls and there 
were more signs. 

THERE IS NO INFECTION HERE 
was proving to be a recurring theme. 


The doors were clearly not hidden and they too had signs. 
DO NOT ENTER, AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY... 


The woman opened a door and Tak went through. She sat down across from a large wooden 
desk. 


The woman vanished. There was a large, beefy man on the other side of the desk. 


"Tacqueline Ragno," he boomed. "You come with an impressive list of credentials, I must say." 
She inclined her head, intending a show of modest thanks. She knew her credentials were 
impressive. She had fabricated most of them. "That's an interesting last name you have; where's 
your family from?" 


Tak clasped her hands together. "It's Italian." It meant 'spider'. She was quite proud of that one. 
"Ah. Is your family from there?" 


"Why yes! Unfortunately, my immediate family was killed in a tragic hunting accident some 
time ago and I rarely see the others." She attempted a laugh, to appear more casual. It came out 
as somewhat of a nervous titter, yuck. "I'm trying to get a new start here in America." 


The man looked pleased. She'd guessed correctly, he really just wanted to know if anyone would 
miss her if something unfortunate happened. "I'm so sorry to hear that. Maybe General Labs can 
become your new start." 


"Maybe so," she said. 


Something was bothering Dib, sitting in the back of his mind where he couldn't get at it. He let 
his focus stay on the road, maybe the something would reveal itself. 


Something... something to do with Dad. He'd been just thinking of how he needed to call Dad, 
get his attention and explain the business with the house. This was different. Something else. 
Something about... 


I've just found out about a betrayal of my science! 

Hadn't Dad said something like that? 

And... and... hadn't the leader of the first General Labs been a disgruntled ex-employee of Dad's? 
Dib whipped out his cell phone. No service. 


"NO SERVICE?" he cried. 


This was important! This could be life or death important! He'd have to ask if the general store 
he was going to would let him use a phone. 


The store was a rickety little shack in the middle of nowhere. Dib walked up to the front door 
and saw they were closed on Sundays. 

He looked through the window- the place was empty. 

Okay, so if the fate of the world was potentially at stake, was it morally okay to break into a 
convenience store? He knew ways to get in that wouldn't leave much damage. He could leave 
money. 

He knocked on the door and called out a few times- no one answered. There were no vehicles in 
the lot. 


The next closest store was forty minutes away. (On closer reflection, it seemed downright 
impossible that Gaz had ordered pizza last night because there was no pizza place within an 
hour's drive. He'd have to ask her about that.) But still, it probably wasn't okay to... 

Dib's stomach growled. 

He picked the lock and went inside. 

Dib picked out some supplies, enough for a few days, and put them in the trunk of the car. He 
left enough money for the groceries, the damage to the lock and a generous tip on the counter, 
and he picked up the phone. It was dead. Great. 

Dib headed off back to the vacation house. As soon he walked in with the groceries he ran into 
Zim, who started clawing at Dib's armful of food things, muttering something about a 


‘consuming hunger". 


"What are you doing?" Dib demanded. He aimed a kick at the little Irken but not before Zim got 
away with a loaf of Wonder bread. 


Now GIR was hugging Dib's knees. "Did you get breakfasts?" he chirped. 
"Yes, for me and Gaz! Not for you!" 

GIR started to sob. "Breakfast! BREAKFAST!" 

Dib dropped a can of soup on GIR's head. "There! Beat it!" 

GIR picked up the can. "YES YES YES!" He ran out of the room. 


Dib dumped the rest of the supplies on the card table. Gaz walked in, picked up the box of 
pancake mix Dib had gotten and walked into the kitchen, not saying a word. 


Dib then noticed the puddle of spilled coffee and the small, pointed boot print on the overturned 
coffee maker. "Darn him," he said, hands balling into fists. "Darn him to heck." 


Gaz said something in the kitchen. He couldn't quite make it out because it coincided with her 
clanging a pot around. It had sounded oddly like 'Need help with that?’ 
"What?" he asked. 


"Never mind, Dib!" 


"Oh, okay, whatever." He hadn't gotten any napkins or anything. He'd just... let this spilled 
coffee dry. 


It had eaten through part of the table. Ick. 
Dib took out his cell phone. One bar. 


He dialed Dad and got voicemail. "Hey Dad," he said, "I was just wondering if you meant a 
company called General Labs when you said someone was betraying your science. Also, our 
house blew up. Bye." He put the phone in his pocket and started putting away the groceries. 


His phone was ringing. He answered it. 

"Did you say GENERAL LABS?" It was Dad and he sounded mad. 
"Um, yeah." 

"How do you know THAT NAME?" 

"They, uh, they gave me a flier once..." 


"You are not to visit them, son! If you go to the address on that flier, you are GROUNDED! I'm 
coming home right now!" 
He hung up. 


"Huh," Dib said. He continued putting the groceries away. 


The phone rang again. Dib answered. 
It was Dad again. "The house is in RUINS!" 


"Uh yeah," Dib said. "It blew up. We're at the vacation house." 
Dad hung up. 


Dib put away the last of the groceries. 

Gaz set two paper bowls filled with pancakes on the table. Dib realized he'd forgotten to get 
plates. 

He sat down at the table and started eating his pancakes. 

There was a knock on the door. 

Dib answered it. It was Dad. A Membrane Labs helicopter was sitting in the yard next to the car, 
the rotors still slowing to a stop. 


"Hi, Dad," Dib said. 


"Son! I'm having the house repaired as we speak! You and Gaz are going to stay safe inside until 
this current situation is over!" 


"Wait, right now?" Dib said. 
"I made pancakes," Gaz said. 
"That's nice, daughter. Yes, right NOW!" Dad threw his hands into the air. 


"But-" Where were Zim and GIR? Dib couldn't just leave them here to destroy the house. "Can I 
get something first?" 


Dad looked at his watch. "Hmm- go ahead, son, the repairs will take another hour anyway, but be 
QUICK about it!" 


Dib ran into Dad's bedroom, remembering that Zim had tried to hide in there before. 
GIR was sitting on the bed in the center of a crater of soup. Soup was on the walls and ceiling 
and floor. GIR looked very pleased. 


Dib stared in silence for a moment. He heard snoring. He peeked under the bed to see Zim curled 
up asleep in a pile of crumbs and dust, using half the loaf of Wonder bread for a pillow. The 
other half of the loaf was gone. 


Great. Zim only went to sleep when something was wrong with him and now he was full of an 
entire half a loaf of bread and Dib was going to have to bring him onto a helicopter when he'd 
gotten sick after only fifteen minutes in the car. Wonderful. 

Dib went closer and got down on his hands and knees in the one spot where there was no soup. 
He tapped Zim on the shoulder and Zim sat up really fast and hit his head on the underside of the 
bed. "Oww..." 

"We're going," Dib said. 


"What?" Zim crawled out from under the bed, blinking owlishly. "Ehhh? What's all this soup 
from? What have you been doing, Dib?" 


Dib ignored him. "We're going to my house now," he said. 


Zim stood up. "Oh, okay, mrh," he mumbled. He and GIR followed Dib into the living room. 
"Dad," Dib said. "Zim's house blew up too. He's an alien, look. No disguise." 


"That poor child, he's deathly ill, look at his eyes!" Dad said. He leaned down close to Zim. 
"Take your toy and get into the helicopter, little boy." 


Dib sighed. 


Zim picked up GIR by the arm and got into the helicopter. Dib and Gaz got in after him, and they 
took off. 


"Well, Doctor Ragno," the man said. He stood up. "I can see that you're eminently qualified for 
this position." 


He held out his hand. Tak took it. Her hand was swallowed up by the human's hand completely. 
"Thank you," she said. 


"When can you start?" 
His hand was hot and sweaty, and he reeked. 


"Immediately," she said. 


Chapter Six: 


Zim was sitting in a bare metal room, on a table. He could hear restaurant noises from just 
outside the room- it sounded like Shloogorgh's. Yes, Shloogorgh's. He could hear Sizz Lorr 
bellowing. 


Dib walked into the room, very tall, eight feet tall at least. He was wearing a long white coat and 
holding a cleaver. "Are you ready for your surgery?" 


"No," Zim said, "not particularly." The large, partially rotting housefly-wings that had sprouted 
in place of his Pak were ugly and painful and were going to slowly poison him, he knew, but he 
certainly didn't feel ready for Dib to cut them out. 


"That's too bad," Dib said. He spun Zim around. He wasn't going for the back after all- the 
traitorous Dib was going to cut Zim's guts open like he'd always wanted. 


Zim jumped off the table and ran out into the restaurant. GIR was standing there, on one of the 
tables- 


but he was all wrong. His eyes were red, and he was just... wrong. "You thought you could 
outrun me?" he said, in Sizz Lorr's voice. Minimoose was floating next to him, and Minimoose 
looked angry. 


Zim turned, but he was staring at one of the empty, closed hallways of the white building. He 
looked down at himself and saw an autopsy cut spread across his chest and belly. It was leaking 
black ooze. He had not gotten away from Dib in time after all. 


Now there was something thin and cold looped around his throat. "You've failed again," a voice 
whispered, as the metal wire cut through the soft skin of his throat like a knife through softened 
butter- 


Zim woke up in a start, in a cold sweat, his breathing ragged and catching in his throat. He was 
lying out in the open, on something soft. His forehead was pressed up against something fuzzy 
and bad-smelling. Must be GIR. 

"Did I sleep?" he asked. His voice sounded low and phlegmy. He opened his eyes and saw green 
dog suit. "GIR? How long was IL... not awake?" 


GIR said nothing. Zim took him by the shoulder and shook him a little. There was no response. 
"GIR?" 


Nothing. 

Zim sat up, rubbing his eyes. He felt dizzy. He was sitting on a bed in a room that looked both 
familiar and unfamiliar. He did not know where he could be. His back hurt. "Where are we?" 
The place didn't smell familiar. It all smelled very new, like it had just been built. Nothing 
seemed wrong about it, though. 


There was still no answer. 


Zim slid down the side of the bed to the floor. GIR was completely still and silent. Maybe Gaz 
had turned him off. 


Zim grabbed GIR's arm and dragged him off of the bed- he hit the floor with a thump. "You're 
heavy," Zim mumbled. 


There was a desk and a computer in the room. The color scheme was navy blue and black. There 
were windows to the outside world, but they were barred up. 


There was a door, too. Zim tried it and it opened, and he was looking at a hallway. 

It was the hallway outside Dib's bedroom. Zim was standing in Dib's bedroom, only all the 
paranormal crap on the walls was gone and it didn't smell like Dib anymore. And the windows 
were barred. And this place was supposed to be a crater. 


"Hm," Zim said to himself, dragging GIR down the staircase. 


Dib was sitting in the kitchen. His hair and coat blended into the dark walls, leaving a ghostly 
face and glittering glasses seeming to hang alone in midair. 


"There you are," he said out of the darkness. 


"How long have I been sleeping?" 


"Oh, a while. Please." Dib gestured across the table. "Have a seat." 


Zim sat down, because he was still a little lightheaded, not because Dib had told him to. He dug 
his knuckles into his eyes. "How did I get here?" 


"You don't remember getting in the helicopter." 

"I remember getting in. I don't remember getting back out." 

"That's because you fell asleep on the way here. Dad carried you inside." Dib wrinkled up his 
nose, scowling. "He still thinks you're a kid." 

The hood flopped off of GIR's dog costume and three packages of salami rolled out. 

Zim picked up the salami and looked at it. "GIR!" 

"He's in the living room," Dib said. "We have a lot to talk about, Zim." 

"GIR," Zim said again. GIR's dog suit did not have GIR in it. It had salami in it. 

"He's in the living room. Now-" 

"T lost him," Zim said. 

"GIR?" Dib had that really annoying 'I am angry, but I'm controlling myself because I think I'm 
better than you' face on. (At least, that was how Zim interpreted that look.) "Because he's in the 
living room. He's literally about ten feet away from you." 

"No, Minimoose. He's gone. They took him," Zim said. 

"What?" 

"The white building. They took my Minimoose." Zim had never admitted that out loud before. 
"Is that where he went?" Dib asked. "I wondered where-" 

"GIR..." 

"Okay." Dib stood up. "Fine." He left the room. 

GIR's dog suit was full of salami. Zim had sent Minimoose to defend the base from the white 
building humans, and they had taken him instead. 

Zim had a pounding headache. 

Dib came back into the room, holding GIR. He dropped GIR in Zim's lap. 


"You smell like nachos," GIR said, nuzzling Zim's neck. 


"Are you ready to talk now?" Dib asked. 


Zim wriggled in his seat, trying to find a more comfortable position. He had a sore spot between 
his shoulderblades, right over his Pak. "I guess." He'd wanted GIR to be where he could keep an 
eye on him, he hadn't wanted GIR to be in his lap. GIR smelled far worse than salami. 


"Well, here's the thing." Dib folded his hands together. "My dad is going to General Labs. He's 
probably there now. They stole his inventions." 


"Your father?" 


"Yes, Zim, that's what 'dad' means." Zim knew what 'dad' meant, he'd just... he was tired. "He's 
trying to shut everything down." 


"Will he be able to accomplish that?" 


"I..." Dib took off his glasses and looked at them, then put them back on. "I don't know. He 
should be. But Zim? If he doesn't come out, you are not going to do anything to the building. Do 
you hear me? If my dad's inside General Labs, you are not going to blow it up." 


Zim nodded. He put GIR down- GIR was reaching for the salami on the floor. 


Dib leaned over the table. He looked pale and tired, and also quite angry. "I know you're evil and 
your word won't mean anything, but I want you to give it to me anyway." He held his hand out. 
"Swear on the Almighty Tallest that you won't hurt my dad." 


Zim did not like being reminded that Dib knew about the Tallest. He could be killed for treason 
over letting Dib find out so much. "You have my word," said Zim, "but I will not touch your 
filthy human paw." 

Dib sat back down. 

Zim laced his fingers together and leaned his elbows on the table. "If your father can indeed 
single-handedly defeat the white building, he must have incredible power," he thought aloud. 


"It's called General Labs. Come on. Just say its name. It's not Voldemort." 
Zim did not understand "Voldemort, nor did he care to make a serious attempt to. 


"Dad doesn't want us following him," Dib said. "He put the house on lockdown and told the 
skool we won't be attending for a while. There's a tunnel in the basement we can use to get out if 
we need to, though- it's his secret exit. It leads right to Membrane Labs, so if we take that route 
we'll need to disguise ourselves as techs." 


"Mmhmm," Zim said. "I need to go home." 
"Well, there's another thing," Dib said. "I tried to get Dad to drop you off at your house. Your 


base is gone. Not just the exploded top level. The underground part's been dug out of the ground. 
I think we can guess who did that." 


"Oh," Zim mumbled. He propped his face in his hands. 


Dib laced his fingers together. "So that's that. Why were you sleeping? You only sleep when 
something's wrong with you." 


"I don't know." Zim closed his eyes. 

"How do you feel?" 

"Not so..." Zim opened one eye. Dib was watching him intently. "You can't fool me, Dib." 
"Fool you? I'm not trying to fool-" 

"Of course you aren't! You really care how I feel, I can tell." 


Dib rolled his eyes. "Okay, obviously not, but I'm not going to try to kill you. I just want to know 
what to expect. I'm trapped in the same house with you." 


"What to expect?" 


"Look." Dib leaned forward. "Last night, you freaked out and beat me up with a pool cue. The 
night before that, I spent an hour awake in a tent listening to you cry. And I'm kind of sick of it." 


Zim's antennae stood straight up and he inhaled sharply. "I did not cry!" 

Dib inclined his head to the side, narrowing his eyes. "If I didn't know better, Zim, I'd think you 
were emotionally traumatized." His tone was neutral now, not hostile. "You're acting the way 
people do after witnessing hauntings. And I don't mean like the lake, I mean poltergeists and the 
victims of brutal killings." 

Zim scoffed and pressed his hands together to stop them from trembling. 

"Of course," Dib said, "I know better. You're an inhuman monster. You're not traumatized." 
Zim looked down at the table. There was a little splat of something on the plastic surface that 
smelled like ketchup. Zim forced back a sudden flutter of nausea. "Of course not. What would 
that even mean?" 

"Well, it's different for different people." Dib raised an eyebrow, glanced at Zim, and then 
glanced away. "Sometimes people lose interest in activities they used to enjoy. Enjoy horribly, 


with hideous evil glee. You know, evil things." 


"Uh huh." 


"Horrible, nasty things like cutting into sentient beings. Some people used to be sick and enjoy 
stuff like that." Exactly what point was Dib trying to make here? "People will stop being able to 
do their jobs. They can't stop thinking about what happened." 


"Yes, yes, it sounds like a hideous human weakness. Horrible. No Irken would be caught dead 
showing such incompetence. Is there a cure?" 


Dib drummed his fingers on the table. "We usually send afflicted parties to the Eyeballs’ 
counseling branch." 


Zim snorted. "Therapy?" 
"Yeah, you... probably don't have that back on Irk." 


Zim had been to a few different psychiatrists as part of his Invader screening. It had been sort of 
fun. He'd sat in a little room and talked about himself. The psychiatrists listened to him. 
Sometimes they left the room crying and didn't come back, though... 


Anyway, none of that had ever seemed very helpful. "Is that the best you can do? A lot of 
talking?" 


"It helps some people. Some people like to talk about themselves, you know. Endlessly. To 
strangers," Dib muttered. "There are medications for some things, but I don't think they would 
work on your species." 


"How can simple talking fix what sounds like such a disgusting impairment of normal human 
function?" Zim leaned across the table. He felt his antennae flick upwards. "If someone can no 
longer do what they were bred for over centuries of careful genetic selection geared by the 
master Control Brains towards creating the finest war machines in the universe, and then trained 
for a lifetime to perform that very task, then..." He clasped his hands together. "Hypothetically 
speaking." 


"Of course," Dib said. 


"How would..." Zim's voice broke. His throat must be dry or something. He swallowed. He 
realized he was standing up in his seat. "How would just talking to someone fix that?" 


"It doesn't." Dib shrugged. "I think therapists are all liars." He made a fist. "They say what they 
think you want to hear while they really don't believe a word you say. Then they steal from you 
and-" Dib cleared his throat and put his hands down on the table. "I'm sorry. Continue." 

"I..." Zim sat back down. "I was finished." 


"I see. Are you sure?" 


"Yes." 


Zim swung his legs back and forth. Looking under the table at GIR (happily eating his disgusting 
human filth), he noticed Dib's feet reached the floor. Zim's didn't. Their chairs were the same 
size. Hadn't Dib once been the same size, too? 


"Well, it's late." Dib stood up, so tall. "And I haven't been sleeping well... thanks to you. So I'm 
going to eat something and go to bed." 


"Okay." Zim folded his arms on the table. 

Dib got up and took something out of a cabinet and walked away, unwrapping it and eating it. 
"It's okay, Master," GIR chirped from under the table. "You just don't have any friends!" 
"Heh, yeah," Zim said, and he heaved a sigh. 


Tak had been given an office in the corner. It had a desk, a computer and a little potted plant (the 
plant smelled awful and she disliked it). 

She put a box of personal effects on the desk. 'Personal’, here, was relative. She only had these 
for appearances, obviously. 


She set a mug down next to the computer. A tiny moving speck darted out from under the mug. 
She was careful to show no notice of it. It was a tiny bug she'd invented herself. It would scurry 
into that security camera plainly mounted on the wall and report back what the camera system 
was recording. 


Tak set down a picture frame with a picture of Mimi (disguised, of course) in it. Zim had 
reported that all the cameras in here were hidden. Zim had reported a lot of things that were 
completely wrong about this place. Of course, he'd seen a different version of the organization, 
but... no, she was pretty sure he was just wrong. 


Something buzzed in her antenna. She bit back a yelp. 
"Tak! Invader Skoodge reporting in, sir!” 


Okay, he'd decided she was his superior officer now? Sure, okay. She was fine with that. She 
wasn't as fine with 'sir'. 

However, he did know she couldn't reply, right? She couldn't let on that she had an accomplice in 
any way. She had not planned for Skoodge. She barely even knew Skoodge. 

She said nothing, continuing to set up her office things instead. 


"The camera images are coming in loud and clear!" he said. "Except they're pictures so they're 
not loud! Um. Sir!" 

She couldn't answer him right now! 

"I can see you!" he informed her. 

Which was why she couldn't answer him! 

"Okay," Skoodge said, "well, I'll... go do some other mission-related thing then. Sir!" Again. 


That was the third 'sir'. 
He hung up. 


Tak wanted to sigh aloud, but the video camera was right there...Wait. Skoodge had said 'they're 
pictures and not loud’, did that mean the cameras didn't even have audio? 

It didn't matter- she couldn't show any observable reaction, regardless. 

She kept setting up her office. 


She heard a voice from outside the room. "I demand to see the leader of this place immediately- 
you are infringing on my personal copyright, but what's more, you are infringing on the safety of 
ALL MANKIND and the sanctity of SCIENCE! I will tear this place apart brick by brick-" 


The voice faded away as the speaker went down the hallway. 
Hmmm. 


Surely any ordinary human who overheard that would want to investigate. Tak went to the door 
and tried to open it, but it wouldn't open. The knob turned normally, but the door seemed to be 
lodged in the frame. 


Under the circumstances it would definitely not seem out of line for her to try to get the door 
open. Tak pushed on it, pulled on it, investigated the frame for obstructions- she found none- and 
called: "Hey! HEY! I'm stuck!" 

There was no answer. "HELP!" She pounded on the door with both fists, because- because she 
was pretending to be a neurotic human of course, nothing more than- "HELP ME! SOMEONE! 
ANYONE! HELP!" No one would come. They never did. She'd be trapped here for hours. 


"Tak?" Skoodge said in her communicator. "Are you, uh, okay?" 

Skoodge. If she called for him would he really come get her? She didn't need to do that right 
now, of course. It was just a stupid door. A stupid, stinking door. 

She kicked the door. 


The handle was turning from the other side. Tak found that she'd automatically taken up a 
fighting stance. She tried to relax and look more like a nerdy scientist. 


The door opened. Tak wilted in relief. A human with brown hair and a very boring face was 
standing there. He gave her an apologetic smile. "I'm sorry about that," he said. "The door was 
stuck." 


Very conveniently stuck, thought Tak. She clasped her hands together. "Oh, well, accidents will 
happen... hopefully that will never happen again!" 


"Oh, I'm sure it won't! Have you set up your office?" 
"Yes, it's very lovely! Thank you for this homey houseplant!" The houseplant absolutely reeked. 


The man bobbed in a polite bow. "I'll tell management you said that. Come here- your first job is 
all lined up for you." 


He offered his hand. She took it. It felt very... very odd. "All right," she said. He led her down 
the hallway. 


Dib blinked. 3:12 AM, said his alarm clock. His new alarm clock. Dad had been able to rebuild 
his room, but not bring back the stuff that had been destroyed, like Dib's posters, his database, 
his research. His room was so empty. 


Why had he woken up? Dib lay completely still, listening to his surroundings. 
He heard a voice from just outside in the hallway. A very familiar voice. A very familiar, alien 
voice. 


"Yes. Yes, I've been on hold. Yes, I've been on hold for some time now. Okay. No. Don't put me 
back on-" Zim sighed. 

Who was he calling? His leaders? 

Zim made some incoherent 'I am annoyed to be on hold' noises for a while. Dib waited. 

"Okay, finally," Zim said. "I need to speak to a doctor immediately over a private line." 


Dib was now on full alert. Well, he'd already been on full alert. Now he was on... fuller alert. 
Um. 


"No, don't put me on-" Zim huffed. Dib heard something sloppily thump to the ground. Maybe 
that was Zim throwing something down in disgust. Or wrecking something in Dib's house... 


There had to be something in here Dib could take notes on. He looked under the bed. No, of 
course there was nothing under the bed. There was nothing in his room at all now. 


"Yes, hello," Zim was saying. "I need to speak with a doctor," he repeated. "On a secure line. 
Now! You are? It is? Good! I need to schedule an urgent surgery!" 


Dib pressed his ear against the door. 


Zim was speaking in a harsh whisper that was probably even louder than his normal voice. "As 
soon as possible. Yes, it's life-threatening! I... official diagnosis? I am an Invader. I-" Zim was 
quiet for a good long minute. "Bud removal. What? No!" His whisper turned to a harried screech. 
"Not butt removal! Do you think I'm joking? Do you? This is serious! I said bud! With a 'd'! I'm 
an Irken. Don't you know anything about Irken anatomy?" He was quiet for a minute. "I require 
absolute privacy." He was mock-lowering his voice again. "How do I even know I can trust you? 
Okay. Okay... fine. I'll allow a prior examination but you have to be ready to operate on me as 
soon as you're done. I'm serious. When? I can make it there in... uh... ten hours... yes, okay." 


There was a knock on Dib's door. Dib jumped a mile. "Dib!" Zim demanded. 
Dib opened the door. 


"Good, you're up," Zim said 


"Well, lam now!” 


"I need to borrow Tak's old spaceship, if you do not agree I will take it from you by force. It's in 
the garage, right?" 


"Wow, sure, Zim, I'll just hand over my most prized possession to you, my worst enemy and a 
totally irresponsible jerk. I'll get right on that," Dib said. 


"Good," Zim said. 


Dib sighed. "I'm being sarcastic, I don't want to give you my ship. I really have to explain that? 
That's sad. Look, I overheard your conversation. Because you were right outside the door." 


"But you were sleeping," Zim said. 


"Sleeping people wake up. That's the funny thing about sleeping people." Zim looked as if he 
were filing that away. "Why do you need to see a doctor?" 


"T..." Zim scowled. 
"What's a 'bud removal?" 


"It's nothing to you- if you let me go take care of it." Zim flattened his antennae to his head. "My 
base is gone. So are my medical facilities." 


"Well, what is it?" Dib started thinking out loud. "Bud implies growth, and-" 


"Sh!" Zim was standing bolt upright, rigid, and trembling. His antennae were angled towards the 
doorway. "What was that?" 


"Don't change the subject. I-" 
Zim slammed the bedroom door and backed away from it. "I heard something." 


Dib listened. He heard a thump from downstairs. "It's probably GIR. Or maybe Dad's back!" He 
opened the door and rushed out. 


"Dib ! " 


"We're in lockdown," Dib said, looking over his shoulder. "Nothing can get in here. Calm 
down." 


Dib headed down the stairs. He flicked on the lights and saw a massive, hulking beast in the 
living room. 


The werewolf stood about six feet tall and was nearly as wide as it was tall. Its eyes glowed 
blood red and green drool dripped out from between its fangs and landed on the carpet with 
audible splatting noises. 


"Wow!" Dib said. A prime male specimen in the peak of health! It had such a bushy coat! 

The werewolf took a jerky step forward. Its eyes were glazed, and it was panting wetly. There 
was a collar around its neck, a collar Dib thought he had seen before... oh. Oh right. The 
werewolf probably wanted to maul him. But Dib had a pistol with silver bullets! In his bedroom. 
That had been destroyed. So now he didn't have a pistol with silver bullets. He was unarmed, 
actually. 


Perhaps Dib should run. Oh wait, all the exits were blocked up apart from the hole in the wall the 
werewolf was standing in front of. 


The wolf lunged. Dib dodged and ran back up the stairs, right into a screaming pile of alien. "I 
TOLD YOU I HEARD SOMETHING!" 


There was a series of metallic clicks and then Zim climbed over Dib on his spider legs. He 
stopped about halfway down the stairs. "What's that on its neck?" 


The werewolf snarled. Zim backed up, whining in his throat. His body compressed into a little 
frightened pellet suspended by mechanical legs. "They put one of those on me! No!" 


The werewolf started to come up the stairs. It was moving much more slowly than werewolves 
usually did, but it was still pretty darn dangerous. "Zim, stab it," Dib said. "Just stab it dead. It's 
going to tear your throat out." He realized what Zim was talking about- that collar was from 
General Labs. Zim had indeed worn it- or one just like it. The specific one the werewolf was 
wearing looked too big for Zim... 


"They sent a beast," Zim said, "a monster, to capture me." 


"KILL IT!" Dib grabbed his own hair and yanked it. "IT'S RIGHT THERE! STAB IT! I 
SHOULDN'T HAVE TO TELL YOU THIS!" Why wasn't the thing attacking yet? 

Dib looked down at the bottom of the stairs and saw GIR. Just standing there, looking up at the 
werewolf, who seemed confused. 


"Hi," GIR said. 


"No," Zim said, skittering down the stairs. "HEY! WOLF!" The wolf turned its glowing red eyes 
on Zim, who was finally rearing back a leg to stab it with. "Yes, you! LOOK UPON THE 
DOOM THAT IS-" 


The werewolf struck out with one huge paw- the blow was so fast and forceful it barely 
registered in Dib's vision and then Zim was crumpled against the wall, making dizzy noises for a 
few seconds and then going very quiet. 


Dib backed up a step. The wolf's eyes were locked on him. There was nowhere to run, and 
nothing in the house Dib knew of that would be effective against a werewolf. 


Was it... was it weird that what Dib really wanted was his camera? 
Probably. 


"Hi," GIR said, waving at the wolf. The wolf threw GIR in the same crumpled heap as his master 
and headed up the stairs towards Dib. 


"What is all this NOISE?" Gaz hollered from somewhere to Dib's right. 
He backed away from the approaching werewolf. "Gaz, get in your room and shut the door!" 


"What is that thing?" He didn't dare take his eyes off the wolf to see where she was but she 
sounded closer now. 


"It's a werewolf and it's super dangerous and it can only be hurt by silver and-" 


It pounced. Dib ducked and rolled and hit Gaz who kicked him and then ran into her bedroom. 
Good. She was out of harm's way. 


The wolf stood in the hallway, pawing at the collar around its neck and snorting. 

Gaz burst out of her room, holding a small, sharp knife in one hand. "Is that silver?" Dib asked. 
"Yeah," she grunted. 

"Where did you get-" 


She ran down the hallway. The wolf turned towards her, snarling, and she rammed the knife into 
its fur. It lunged for her, engulfing her in its claws. Its teeth dove for her face. 


Dib ran for her. She punched the wolf's jaws away from her head. 
It seemed to take him forever to get all the way across the floor. He tackled Gaz, thinking that he 
could shield her with her body. 


Warm sludge cascaded over his body. It reeked of rotting meat and bile and blood. 


Gaz cried out in revulsion and tried to push Dib away. Something heavy fell on top of him. He 
scrabbled at it, thinking it was an attack by the wolf, but it... it was dead. 


Zim's Pak legs were a silver alloy. Gaz's knife was apparently pure silver. 


Dib was covered in bloody werewolf vomit. Gaz pulled herself out from beneath him and pulled 
her knife out of the wolf's fur. 


It was shrinking. Dib pulled himself out from under the corpse. It was now a skinny man with 
patchy brown hair. 


"We killed this guy," Dib said. 

"Eyaugh," Gaz said, heading into the bathroom, presumably to wash up. 

Dib tried to shake some of the yuck off his hands. The stench was intense. 

He crouched down by the body. 'You never get used to it,’ Agent Darkbooty had said. 'Seeing the 


monster turn back into an innocent man or woman.' 


Dib felt very cold. He looked down into the stairway. GIR was sitting and holding his head in his 
hands. Zim was gone, but there was a smear of his watered-down pink blood on the wall. 


The shower was running in the bathroom. Dib would have to use the one downstairs. 
He picked his way around the dead body and down the stairs. He went into the bathroom and 


hosed himself off without removing his clothes. 


He went into the living room. "We have to go," he said aloud, to no one, because no one else was 
in the room that he could tell. "We have to get out of here." 


He heard a soft moaning. He looked under the coffee table and saw Zim sitting there with his 
head hanging. "Yes," he said, slurring a bit. "Out." 


There was a bad bruise on the back of Zim's head and one antennae had broken near the base and 
was dangling by a thread. There were claw marks scored into his face. 


"Come out here," Dib said. "We're going to go through the tunnel in the basement." 
Zim crawled out from under the table. He stood up, wobbling. "Unh." 

"You okay?" 

"No." 

"Can you walk?" 

Zim tried a few steps. "Yes." 

"You're okay, then." 

"GIR must come with us." 

"T'll get him." 


Dib went to the stairway. He picked up GIR and went up the stairs, skirting the corpse, and to the 
bathroom door. "Gaz, we're leaving." 


She grunted. 


Dib went into his bedroom, realized there was nothing in there to take with him, and came back 
out. Gaz was going into her bedroom, wrapped in a towel. Dib waited a moment for her to come 
out fully clothed. 


"We have to get out of here," he told her. 
She gave him a long, cold stare. "Fine," she said. She brushed past Dib and down the stairs. 


Dib followed her. In the living room, he gave GIR back to Zim, and all four of them went down 
into the lab and through Dad's 'secret' access tunnel out of the house. 


Chapter Seven: 


The basement tunnel was long and crooked and dark. Dib could hear his footsteps thunking 
against the dirt floor. They echoed slightly... the ceiling was high and domed, and seemed much 
higher than should actually be possible for something coming out of a basement. Hm. 


He shouldn't have been able to hear such silence, with both Zim and GIR nearby. "So how about 
that," he said aloud to hear a voice. 


"How about what?" Gaz asked. 

"Never mind," said Dib, who suddenly didn't feel like talking after all. 

Zim was hanging around by Dib's leg, leading GIR by the hand. Hm, Zim wasn't usually the 
touchy-feely sort. 

GIR's eyes were flickering gray and he was pawing at a large dent in his forehead and moaning. 
"Is he broken?" Dib asked. 

Zim heaved a deep, shuddering sigh and shook his head slowly. 

"Right," Dib said. "Stupid question." 


The tunnel was very long. At the end of it, Dad had hung up a few spare lab coats. Dib and Gaz 
each put one on. Dib had to roll up the sleeves a little. Gaz had to roll up the sleeves a lot. 


It was out of the question to try putting a coat on either Zim or GIR. "We'll find something," Dib 
said. He climbed up the ladder into Membrane Labs's basement. The others followed. 


They came out into a large, dark room with faint green patterns of light playing on the ceiling. 
Despite the green light, it was too dark for Dib to be able to see what was in there. 


"Where's the door?" he muttered. He started to hold his arms out to feel his way around but 
realized there might be open electrical circuits or corrosive liquids or... who knows what else. 
There was a gross chemical smell in the room. 


"Can't you see in the dark?" Gaz asked. 

"No," Dib said. 

"Not you, the stupid alien." 

"Oh. Yeah. Yeah, he can! Zim, where's the door?" 
There was a moment of long silence. 


"Zim?" 


"Over there." Zim sounded gravelly. 
Dib wrinkled up his nose. "Are you pointing?" 


"I am very clearly showing you exactly where the door is." 

"I can't see you pointing, you know, it's dark. That's why I need to know where the door is in the 
first place." Should they be keeping their voices down? Who was here? 

Zim made some mumbly noises that didn't seem to have any real purpose. "To your left," he said. 
Dib moved towards the left. 

"No, not that way!" 


Dib sighed. Of course Zim didn't know right from left. Zim didn't know anything. "Grab my 
coat," he said. "Tug it in the right direction. Gaz, take my hand." 


She did so without complaint. Zim yanked on the hem of Dib's coat and Dib moved in that 
direction. His knee hit something warm that said "Ow." 


"I can't see," Dib said for what felt like the fiftieth time. "If you don't get out of the way, I'll step 
on you." 


Zim mumbled something. Dib could only make out the words "Dib" and "too big". 

Gaz was saying something. "Is there a light switch?" 

"Good thinking, Gaz. A light switch would be way more helpful!" Dib wondered why he hadn't 
thought of that. 

Dib heard some clicking and thumping noises from Zim's general direction. His eyes had 
adjusted enough to the darkness to pick up a small shape moving around. 


Something fell over. "Ow!" 


"Are you okay?" Dib sighed. 


"No." Zim muttered something. A bright blue glow lit up the room. Zim was holding some kind 
of lit-up alien orb. 


"Finally," Dib said, letting go of Gaz's hand. "You should have done that in the first place." 
Zim scowled. 


The room was filled with tangles of machinery that Dib couldn't identify. It was a smaller room 
than he would have expected. 

Dib found the door. He held it open while the others went through and then followed them out. 
Now they were in a hallway. 

It was a large hallway; Dib might even go so far as to call it cavernous. Zim's little orb thing 
couldn't light the whole place up and the walls and ceiling were in shadow. 


Zim transferred the orb into one hand and inched backwards and sideways towards Dib's leg. He 
reached out across Dib's knees to where GIR was standing on the other side of him, clutched the 


robot's skinny wrist and pulled him in front of Dib to stand close by Zim's side. 


"Which way is out?" Dib muttered. This place looked different in the glowy blue light. 
Gaz started walking down the hall. Dib followed her. Zim and GIR followed Dib. 


"You smell," Zim said. 

"Thanks, space boy." 

"You smell of death, and vomit, and blood and, and- madness!" 

"'Preciate it," Dib said. 

Zim shuddered. The orb light was turning his face teal and his eyes purple, and casting weird 
shadows on his face that made him look like he was wearing cheesy Halloween skull makeup. 
The cuts on his face were nearly gone. Freaky alien healing factor... 

"He's right, you reek," Gaz said. Oh, right. The werewolf guck. Dib had stopped smelling it. 
He cleared his throat. "After a while, paranormal slime stops bothering a trained investigator." 
Zim hugged the orb tightly to his chest, wrapping his arm around it and blocking off some of the 
light. The other arm was dragging GIR around like a weird and stinky toy. 


"I guessed you missed your doctor's appointment," Dib said. 


Zim's antennae drooped. "Ugh... yes... whatever... some doctor... think they know more than 
Zim..." 


"But you were going to go to one anyway." 
Zim shut his mouth and looked away. 
"Why?" Dib prodded. 


Zim shook his head. 

"Why are you asking him that?" Gaz said. 

"Because I need to know if I'm going to protect-" 

"He's sick," Gaz interrupted. "That's why he's going to the doctor. Duh. Now be quiet, or the 
guards will find us, and if I have to fight them off, I will make you miserable." 

Dib was quiet. 

The hallway seemed to stretch into infinity. Dib was just thinking about how no one was here 
and they didn't really need their lab coat disguises after all- and it was obnoxious to have the 
collar of his coat covering his face- when they turned a corner into a brightly lit room. 

Dib recoiled, flinching in the sudden brightness. When he dared open his eyes he saw three men 
in white coats huddled around a table, staring at him. 


Dib swallowed. 


"Professor Membrane!" one of the scientists said, edging over to hide whatever he'd been 
working on. "I didn't expect to see you this late!" 


Oh no, Dad! Dib whirled around and saw no one behind him. Maybe Dad had finally perfected 
that teleportation project. Maybe he'd gone off to get the crazy collar... but if he was here, he'd 
gotten safely out of General Labs and he'd probably shut it down and everything was probably 
okay- 

"What are you looking at, Professor?" another of the scientists asked. 

"He's busy," Gaz droned. "What's the new security code for garage 3?" 

"Ghostbusters Lie," one of the men said. 

"Yeah, it just changed over from My Insane Son," another of the men said. 

"Fine. We have to go." She took Dib's arm and pulled him down the hall. 

"Bye, Professor!" one of the scientists called. But Dib still didn't see any sign of- 

Oh. Oh. 

Gaz was muttering something uncomplimentary. Dib heard Zim whining in the back of his 
throat. The scientists hadn't noticed either him or GIR- normally Dib would be infuriated by that. 


Oh well. 


They went up a staircase into a room full of concrete and what looked like small black airplanes. 
Gaz went directly to a keypad by a door and started punching keys. 


"Man, you really know your way around," Dib said. 
Gaz shrugged. 
"When did you learn all this stuff?" he asked. 


"I come here every weekend. You're always out with your alien." 


"What?" Dib scrunched up his nose. "He's not my alien! He's just some alien! And usually, I'm 
chasing something else, like-" 


"It doesn't matter," Gaz said. A green light turned on and she walked through the door. 
They went out into the cool night air. It felt good, Dib had been getting hot inside the lab. He 
hadn't thought Dad's lab was usually so warm. 


Dib look a deep breath and removed the goggles he was wearing. He looked at the lenses, trying 
to get them to reflect his face. Did he really look that much like Dad in this getup? 


Zim popped his little light-up thing back into his Pak. He was shivering, Dib noticed. 
"Okay, we need a car," Dib muttered. "I'll call a ta-" 


Gaz was walking over to a nearby car. She was doing something to it and then she was getting 
inside it. Zim floundered over to the car, making those little half-grunt, half-yelp noises he made, 
and pulled himself into the backseat, hauling GIR in after him. 


Gaz started up the engine with a roar. "Get in the car, Dib." 


Later, Dib would need to know where his little sister had learned to steal cars, but right now he 
was content to shut up and get in the passenger seat. 


Tak placed the rabbit back in its cage. It sat there a moment, twitching, and then lay down on its 
side. She triple-locked its cage door as she had been instructed to do. 


Tak's new boss had not told her what the injections she'd given the animal- the hot, smelly, 
quivering, filthy little animal- would do, but judging from what she knew about the place it was 
supposed to turn into some kind of monster. 


She turned and surveyed the room. There were twelve more cages and twelve more rabbits. 
Three of them were presumably a control group. She'd injected the others with three different 
kinds of chemicals. 


At first when she heard Skoodge speaking in her radio she ignored him. Skoodge had been 
randomly contacting her all day either to ask what she was doing (she couldn't answer), or to say 
she was doing a good job. Half the time it sounded like his mouth was full of food when he was 
talking, and if he had raided her food stores she was going to pound him. 


Then what he was saying sunk in. "-Dib's dad! Down the hall. He's saying stuff I think is 
important!" 


It took her a moment to remember who Dib was. But of course- Dib was Zim's oh-so-smart little 
human friend. If Dib's father was around, Dib was likely around, and if Dib was around... 

Tak thought she would pretend to go look for the ladies' room. She went out into the hall. 

"-all wrong!" she heard a man saying. She headed up and down the hallway, reading signs on the 
doors. 


"Are you lost?" Skoodge asked. Several times that day Tak had considered turning off her radio, 
but she couldn't do it without the motion being recorded on the security cameras. 


"I know what you're trying to do," the voice said, "but I've guarded myself against all 
brainwashing methods! Now-" The man screamed. "Where are you taking me? This is insane! I 
will personally ruin-" The voice faded away. 


Hm, interesting. Tak headed in the direction the voice was coming from. 
A red light flashed and an alarm sounded in the hall. Tak scurried backwards, yelping. 
"What's that?" Skoodge said. "What's happening?" 


"Warning," a recorded voice said. "Containment breach. All personnel clearance level E or lower 
must leave the building immediately." 


Tak had been told she was a clearance level Z. She ran down the hall. She had no intention of 
leaving, of course, she intended to find out what was happening while appearing to be unable to 
find the exit. 

She turned the corner and was knocked to the floor by a frantic human, who trampled right over 
her and kept running. 


"HEY!" she yelled after him. "That was RUDE!" 


He was long gone. She wanted to hunt him down and either kill him or hypnotize him into doing 
something very foolish. How dare he trample her? Had people no common decency? 


But there was work to be done. Tak headed in the direction he'd been running from. She heard a 
scream from somewhere within the building. The red lights were still flashing (and they had no 
noticeable source, she realized, it was as if the light came from the air itself) and the recorded 
warning was repeating itself over and over again. 


Wait, it had changed. 


"There has been a leak of hallucinogenic gas. Any of you who see anything strange or disturbing 
are in no real danger. If you see anything unusual, simply turn and walk the other-" 


Skoodge screamed right into her radio, very loudly. Taken aback, Tak sagged at the knees and 
clutched her antennae. Blast, now anyone watching could guess she had a radio! And possibly 
that she had antennae, she didn't know how much her hologram hid- 


"TAK! TAK, RUN AWAY! RUN AWAY! IT'S HORRIBLE, IT'S HORRIBLE!" 


"WHAT?" she snapped. Blast! She'd answered him, stupid stinking Skoodge! She knew it, other 
people could only ever ruin- 


There was a meaty thump ahead of her. She looked up. 


Up ahead was another corner, and there was a human lying on the floor, female, bleeding, trying 
to sit up and moaning. A large piece of the human's torso was missing. Her head rolled over and 
her eyes looked into Tak's. 


"He... he-hel..." Blood bubbled out of the human's mouth. There was more blood spattered across 
her glasses. She was wearing blue pants and a colorful short-sleeved shirt with a picture of 
another human on it. She certainly wasn't dressed as a scientist- who was she? She had a paper 
name tag on that read 'Hanna Davie', handwritten. The staff Tak had seen weren't wearing name 
tags. 


The human's eyes took on a very particular shade of nothing and she stopped struggling. The 
smell of blood was intense. 


Tak heard a deep moan from around the corner, and a wet swishing noise. She smelled decay. 
Skoodge was whimpering. Tak backed up a step. 


A large thing came around the corner. It was about six feet tall, and had a somewhat amorphous 
shape. It had no skin, and the exposed musculature looked damp and sticky. It smelled of disease 
and rot and there were strings of pus on its limbs. It had no eyes, and no neck, but it did have a 
lump of meat that might have been a head, with a gaping toothless hole that might have been a 
mouth. Said hole was dribbling blood. It was holding a red-stained shard of glass. 


"Oh, well then," Tak heard herself say, rather stupidly. Her legs wouldn't move. 

The thing raised its makeshift weapon at her. Tak watched, and her legs still would not move. 
The humans had taken members of their own species and stripped them of skin, inflicted various 
wounds and diseases onto them, and preserved them within tubes. The sight was revolting. A 


lesser Irken would have fled or maybe vomited at seeing something so horrible. Zim's report. 


Tak popped up onto her metal legs, realizing as soon as she did so that her cover was now blown. 
She'd had no choice. 


The thing came for her and she speared it through the head. It moaned. Her leg was stuck in its 
wrongly-textured flesh, the creature's blood leaking out from around it. She pulled on the leg. It 


stayed stuck. She slashed the thing's throat with another leg. It grabbed that leg, and pulled her 
close and shoved the piece of glass into her belly. 


Tak pressed her hands on each side of the wound, feeling the warmth of her own spreading blood 
soaking into her uniform. Her mouth hung open. The human blood on the glass bubbled in her 
flesh. The pain seemed to fill her entire body. She couldn't even scream. 


The thing reached up and tore her spider leg out of its head, ripping its own head in two in the 
process. It threw her to the ground. 


Tak's metal legs withdrew back into her Pak. She lay for a minute, gasping and feeling hot tears 
of pain leak onto her face. 


She heard a gunshot and more blood spattered onto her face and it burned. "No!" a man yelled. 
"We need it!" 

Tak was still bleeding. How badly was she hurt and was any of the human blood that had gotten 
into the wound contaminated with anything infectious? 


She couldn't get up. 

She heard footsteps. Another gunshot. A wet thump. A human stood over her. He pinned her 
down with a foot on her chest. 

Skoodge was whimpering in her radio. 

Tak coughed and gasped. 


"Goodness," the human said. "Your cover didn't last very long, now did it?" 


Her eyes went wide. She sucked in a deep breath. 

"You have been criminally condemned by the Almightly Tallest themselves," she choked out. 
"I've been given clearance to destroy you. If you let me go now, your end will be less painful- if 
you make trouble, my allies will descend to torture you." 


"Sure," the human said. He covered Tak's eyes with his hand. 


Everything was dark and he was sitting up in a seat, slumped against something hard, maybe 
plastic, and not too comfortable. Time to investigate. Where was he and why was it dark? 
Oh, his eyes were closed. He opened them, and saw the inside of a car. 


The first two mysteries were solved. The third mystery: his arm was sore. He was trying to figure 
out why when Gaz punched him a second time and all became clear. 


Dib reached up to adjust his glasses, which had slipped to the side and dug into his cheek. His 
head pounded dully. He hadn't had a full night's sleep in a while now, he realized. 


The inside of the car was lit up with sunshine. Dib had not been able to see what it looked like 
last night in the dark. It was beige. Pleather seats. Not very interesting. There was a weird stain 
on the ceiling. 


"Oh gosh, you must want me to take over driving." Dib's voice came out in a sleepy mumble. He 
rubbed his eyes and picked the sleep gunk out of them. Gaz must have been driving for hours. 


"No," Gaz said through clenched teeth. Her shoulders were hunched and her arms were locked 
straight, hands in a death grip on the steering wheel. Her eyes were open. There were two empty 


coffee cups in the cupholders. Big ones. "Fix your alien.” 


Dib sat bolt upright, the sudden motion sending a jolt through his head. "He's not my alien! What 
is this ‘your alien’ stuff? He's not my pet! He's my sworn nemesis, and he's evil, and slimy, and-" 


"Just fix it!" 


"And he's a him, not an it- you know Zim, you talk to him sometimes, he's not an animal. My life 
would be way easier if he was, you know-" 


"FIX! HIM!" 

"Okay, okay!" Dib wriggled in his seat. He was sore. He must have picked up a few bruises in 
the werewolf fight. The car was warm and stuffy and smelled like a horrible combination of 
werewolf gunk, coffee, GIR, and sick alien. Ewww... 

He turned around to look into the backseat. Zim was sitting in the middle of the seat, hunched 
over, cradling his sides with both hands, head hanging, breathing loudly. "So why do you need 
fixing?" Dib sighed. 


"I don't," Zim said in a strained voice. "Your sister decided she dislikes the sound of my breath. 
Oddly enough, I'm not willing to stop breathing to oblige her." 


Dib looked him up and down. 


Zim reached up to fiddle with the base of one antenna. His hand was shaking. "You can't help me 
anyway," he said. 


"Because I'm some stupid human or whatever, because I've heard all the-" 


"No one can help me!" Well, whatever was wrong with him, it hadn't affected his ability to be 
dramatic. 


Dib rolled his eyes. "Help you with what?" 
Zim held his head in his hands. "Changing." 


Dib looked sideways at Gaz, whose knuckles were white on the wheel. Her eyes were still wide 
open and her teeth were grinding audibly. "Changing... clothes?" Dib said. He swallowed. 


Zim massaged the sides of his ribcage with both hands. "Ohhh no. No, not clothes," he muttered. 
His voice had gotten low and gravelly. 


"Okay. Um. You? You're changing? Physically?" 
"Oh yes." 

"How?" 

Zim looked up at the ceiling. "If only I knew..." 
Dib's skin was crawling. He felt clammy. 


His foot hit something and he jumped a mile and looked down- there were four more huge coffee 
cups rolling around on the floor. "Gaz, how much coffee did you drink?" 


"Nrgh," she said. 
Dib counted six very large empty cups in total. "Are you okay?” he asked. 


Gaz snorted. Her lips pressed into a thin line. She hunched her shoulders and gave the steering 
wheel a sharp turn to the right. Dib fell into the passenger door and the handle stabbed his ribs. 
His stomach lurched. 

The car screeched to a halt on the side of the road. Gaz opened her door. 


"What- what the heck?" Dib gasped. 


"I have to pee," Gaz growled, and she vanished into the tangle of woods that surrounded the road 
of both sides. 


Dib turned around to face Zim in the backseat. "Can girls pee outside?” Not that Zim would 
know the answer. 

Zim's lower lip was trembling. 

"Oh," Dib said. This must be why Gaz had woken him up. "Okay, were you whining? Gaz hates 
whiners." 


"Yes I know." 

Zim showed no visible evidence of mutation so far, at least. It was a very small comfort. "So." 
Dib rubbed his temples. His skin felt very warm. "You have no idea how you're changing at all?" 
Zim shook his head, staring at the floor. His face crumpled. 

"You know," Dib said, "I'm not too into whining either, to be brutally honest-" 


"It hurts!" Zim surged forward and grabbed double handfuls of Dib's shirt. "Help me!" 


"I can't!" Dib blurted. "Let go of me!" 


Zim let go and buried his face in his hands. 
Dib's heart was beating fast. His palms were damp- he wiped them on his jacket. "I can't help 
you. Okay? I don't have any kind of... of medication, or anything. I can't help you." 


Zim picked his head back up out of his hands. "They said," he said, raising an index finger with 
an absolutely ghastly attempt at a smile, "that this was like a slorrbeast mauling. But I have been 
mauled by the mighty slorrbeast. It's not quite that bad-" His voice broke. 


"Um, okay," said Dib, who had no idea what a slorrbeast was. "Wait, where's GIR?" 


"Right here." Zim motioned with his head. GIR was next to him in the seat, but he was turned 
off, eyes dim and gray. "Dib, I..." 


"You what?" 
Zim shook his head. He clutched at his sides some more. 
Dib realized he was hugging himself too. "Could you not do that?" 


Zim blinked. "Not do what?" 


"You're starting to..." Dib was going to say 'get to me’, but he didn't want to give Zim the 
satisfaction. Besides, he probably just felt a little weird because he hadn't eaten in... 

He checked the little car radio clock. It was around lunchtime. Yeah, he hadn't eaten in a while. 
"Maybe you're not changing at all," he theorized. "Maybe the werewolf broke your ribs." 


Zim sighed. He seemed calmer now, thank goodness. "Human. You don't think I know what 
broken ribs feel like?" 


Dib had probably given Zim broken ribs at some point. "Well... I really can't help you.” 
"Okay." Zim slumped over, resting his elbows on his knees and heaving a sigh. 

Dib did not want to talk anymore. He hunched over in his seat, realized he was mirroring Zim's 
position, and sat up straight. 

Zim sniffled. "You can do nothing at all?" 


Dib closed his eyes, sighing. "I can't help you. I wouldn't even know how." 


"Okay." He turned and started messing with GIR, adjusting the positions of the robot's limbs and 
head. 


Dib ran his fingers through his hair. His hair felt gross and there were dried... bits of werewolf in 
it. He opened the passenger window for a little fresh air. "Zim, if you're contagious I'm going to 
kill you." 

"Mph. What?" 


"If I catch what you have, you will pay!" 


"You can't catch what I have, I'm not sick," Zim said. "I'm approaching metamorphosis." 
"Wait-" Dib pinched the bridge of his nose. "Like a bug?" 

Zim sounded completely exhausted. "I'unno." 

"So you're not contagious.” 

"No." 

"You're not emitting some kind of spore that will make me pull a Kafka?" 

"A what?" 

"Never mind." The breeze coming through the open window seemed very cold, even though the 
sun was shining. Dib pulled his coat in close around his body. "If you're not sick, why were you 
looking for cures?" 

Zim curled into a ball. "This is all very painful," he said. 

"I see." Dib shifted in his seat. "Well... maybe we can get you an ice pack." 


"Ice... pack?" 


"You don't know what-" Gravity stopped working correctly on Dib's stomach. He stopped 
talking. 


"You look strange," Zim said. 

"Mm." Dib gulped back the extra spit in his mouth and was very still for a moment, and he felt a 
little better. 

The driver's door opened and Gaz got back in. Dib began to wonder if anyone had reported this 
car stolen. "Where did you learn to hotwire a car?" he asked. 


"Somewhere," she said. 


Dib was unable to make eye contact with her for some reason. "What else do you know how to 
do?" 


"Stuff." She pulled the car back onto the road. 
"Where are we going, anyway?" Nothing around here looked familiar. 


"To get Dad," she growled. 


"You mean we're going to the white buil-" Oh gosh, now he was doing it too. "General Labs?" 
Gaz turned and opened one eye at him. "Why are you green?" 


Dib shivered. "Oh no! Green? Me?" He looked in the rearview mirror. "Sick green, or alien 
monster green?" How many paranormal investigators ended up turning into the things they 
hunted? Dib had known the statistics at some point but he had forgotten them. Maybe he was 
getting forgetful. Like a stupid alien! And if he was morphing into some kind of Irken- "Wait," 
he said, shaking his head. "No. That's stupid. That's... really, really stupid." 


Gaz raised an eyebrow. 
"Never mind," Dib said. He tried to find a more comfortable position. 
Zim lay down on his side in the backseat and whimpered. 


Gaz rounded on him. "I told you to shut up." 

Zim sat up. "I apologize." 

"Good." 

Dib's palm was itching, on top of everything else. He glared at it. There was a blotchy red patch 
on his hand. Ew, did this car have mites or something? Maybe it was a research car filled with 
radioactive fleas or something. Dib didn't know! 

"I'm sorry," Zim said, clasping his hands together, "that my suffering inconveniences you." 
"Good," Gaz said, raising her eyebrows. 

A light pink flush was glowing behind Zim's green skin (which was more gray than green today, 
now that Dib looked at it). He wrung his hands, baring his teeth. "I'm sorry that I might die in my 
prime on this filthy degenerate ball of pain and that's annoying you!" 


Gaz snorted. "Thanks." 


"I notice," Zim announced, "that you are too primitive and feeble to understand that I am in fact 
mocking your request that I-" 


Dib fumbled for the handle of the door. They were moving. Couldn't do that. He snatched up one 
of Gaz's huge empty coffee cups and pulled off the lid, panting shallowly. 

Gaz and Zim had both shut up. Dib felt as if his skin was cold baloney. Cold, sticky baloney. Did 
that make sense? He didn't care. 


His hair was lying across his forehead, heavy with sweat. His breath was loud in his ears. "Gaz," 
he heard himself saying, muffled, as if through a wad of cotton- "you're a... a killer." 


Gaz's voice was low. "What?" 


"You killed... two people... L.. " Dib retched into the coffee cup and his eyes watered. 


Were Gaz and Zim still able to keep a lid on it or had Dib just stopped hearing them? His ears 
were ringing. Oh no, wait, Gaz was talking. "So?" 


She was sitting slouched in her seat with her shoulders up the way she had since she was a little 
girl, when Dad would dramatically admonish her for tampering with his equipment. 
She was still a little girl. Just a little girl... he realized he was saying it aloud. He stopped. 


Zim was speaking. "What is wrong with the Dib?" 
"IT don't know," Gaz replied. 
"Well, do something! Repair him, he's clearly damaged!" 


"You do it!" Dib felt the car swerve. "You're the freaky alien that takes out organs and puts them 
back!" 


Gaz was not a killer, he told himself, the first time had been an accident and the second time had 
been a werewolf. He was being unfair. 


"How should I know what's wrong with him?" Zim cried. "He's your brother! I may be incredible 
but I'm not human- I don't know how all your jibbly meat parts are supposed to... to... meat! I just 
remove them and occasionally consu- use them for my mission!" 


"Then figure out what's wrong with him, and FIX IT!" 


"I... [cannot do it!" Zim's voice was shaking. "I'm still not- I mean- I shouldn't be fixing my 
sworn enemy anyway! If you can't help him, then take him to a human doctor!" 


Dib slumped against the passenger window. The glass felt cool on his face. He shut his eyes. 
Light filtering through the woods they were driving through made weird fuzzy red and black 
patterns on the inside of his eyelids. 


"I'm okay," he said. "You don't have to... I'm sorry, Gaz." 

He listened to the steady roar of the engine. Gaz shouldn't be driving at fourteen years old, let 
alone driving so long, let alone drinking six cups of cheap coffee, let alone stealing the car she 
was driving, for crying out loud. Where had Dib gone wrong? 


Gaz sounded far away. "All right. We're going to go get Dad. Dad is going to fix Dib. Then Dib 
and I are going to go home, and you are going to go wherever homeless aliens that can't take 
over the world go." 


Dib waited for a replying tantrum from Zim but all he heard was a subdued "Okay, sounds 
good." 


There were a few thumping noises, maybe a restless alien hitting his heels against the seat. "That 
wolf thing,” Zim muttered, "had a collar from the white building. It could have been 
contaminated. It vomited all over the Dib. Dib could be contaminated!" 


"Dad," Gaz growled, "will fix it." 

"Okay." The seat cushions creaked as Zim moved around. 

His talk about the "wolf thing" being contaminated had jogged Dib's memory. Hadn't there been 
recent research pointing to a possibility that lycanthropy could be spread by mere blood contact? 
If so, Gaz could be in danger. He should get her a check-up with the Eyeballs. 

Oh, and Dib could be in danger, too. 


Since the werewolf had barfed blood all over him. 


Chapter Eight: 


Tak came out of her repair cycle to find herself lying on some kind of dentist's chair. She swung 
her legs over the side of the chair and looked down at the floor. 


There was a dead human lying crumpled up there with its throat torn out and a scalpel in its 
hand. 


"Oh," Tak said aloud. 
"Well," she said. 
Now what? 


It was dark again and Dib didn't know where he was again. For a moment he wondered if he'd 
never woken up in the car and that had all been a weird, unpleasant dream. 


No, that was dumb. 

He was somewhere else now. Sprawled out on his back on something soft and flat, and 
surrounded by open space. 

He opened his eyes and it stayed dark. He was blind. 

No, it was just dark. 

"Okay, get a grip," Dib said to himself. 


Something moved next to him. Dib pulled away, yelping. 


Zim yawned loudly and shifted around some more. He was far too close to Dib if Dib could feel 
him moving. Dib edged away and collided with what felt like someone's back. 


Gaz made a sleepy noise of annoyance. Dib sat bolt upright. He felt around carefully- very 
carefully- and found a blanket and pillow beneath him, Gaz to his right, and Zim to his left. Both 
recoiled at his touch and made disturbingly similar disparaging noises. 


Dib's vision had adjusted enough for him to see that Zim was sitting up and looking around with 
the shuddering stiffness of the recently awakened. 


"Oh, you're up," he said, turning his head in Dib's direction. "I was vigilantly watching you." 


"Of course you were," Dib said. Zim sounded more like he'd been vigilantly watching the insides 
of his eyelids, but he'd rather not split hairs. "Don't watch me sleep ever again." 


Gaz was out cold. Well, at least she'd survived her coffee binge. 


Whiskery, slippery thin things felt over Dib's face. Irken antennae. Hm. "YARGH!" 
Dib slapped out at Zim and missed in the dark. "Don't do that!" Icky bug parts! Ick! 


"Well, your fever's broken. Grateful as ever, I see!" 

"Don't put your dumb alien head feelers on my face!" Dib tried to rub the cooties off his cheeks. 
"I still think you made me sick." 

Gaz muttered in her sleep. Dib would have to keep it down. He stretched. "How long was I 


asleep?" he whispered. 


"Eh?" Zim put his hand to the side of his head where there should be an ear, but wasn't. "What 
did you say?" 


Dib rolled his eyes. "How long was I asleep?" he said louder. 

"So very long..." Zim tunneled into the covers. 

"Where are we?" 

"No more questions," Zim sighed. 

"Can you move so I can get out of bed?" 

"I said no more questions!" 

Dib scooted down to the end of the bed and climbed over the footboard. He stepped in something 
mushy. 


"What did I just step in?" he asked. 


"I am very tired of questions, Dib." Zim buried his head in the covers. "If you keep asking them I 
may have to remove your organs." 


"Okay, fine." Dib could make out faint outlines of walls and furniture. He stumbled his way 
along one wall. He found a lightswitch and flicked it and he choked back a scream. 


He was in a hotel room and it had been absolutely trashed. Pizza boxes were littered on the floor, 
most of them still containing pizza, a lamp had been knocked over, a picture had been knocked 
off the wall, one pillow had been ripped up and its fluffy innards littered the room, there were 
stains all over, there were a dozen or so soda cups rolling around on the ground... "What did you 
guys do?" 


"Gaz did all that," Zim said through a muffling layer of hotel room comforter. 


"Oh sure, Gaz did all this. Gaz is the one who destroys things just to make me miserable!" 
Actually... 


Zim sounded as if he thought he was the one who'd been unfairly inconvenienced. Typical. "I've 
been in bed, waiting to form a chrysalis. As well as making sure you didn't die. And watching 
your sister have connitch- connitop- connipop- fits because she couldn't find an acceptable brand 
of pizza. She was greatly annoying to me. I put a light sedative in her fizzy drink thing." Zim 
flipped one hand in the air dismissively. "Now, she sleeps. You're welcome." 


"Wow," Dib said, running his fingers through his hair and surveying the mess on the floor. "You 
just said some of the worst things I've ever heard." 


Gaz snored. 


Dib sat down on the side of the bed next to Zim. His shoulders slumped forward. "Is there any 
pizza left that's not rotting on the floor?" 


"I don't know." 
Dib got up and checked the little mini-fridge. There was one small piece left. He scarfed it down. 
The little bedside clock said 11:45. Dib had slept for nearly twelve hours. After waking up very 


briefly in the car. 


He sat back down on the bed. Zim rolled over onto his back. He blinked large, dull, pleading 
eyes at Dib. "What's an ice pack?" 


"What?" 
"You said you'd get me an ice pack." 
"I can't." Dib didn't remember saying that at all. "I don't have one." 


Zim actually stuck his lower lip out like a four-year-old. 
Dib shook his head. "You don't even know what an ice pack is, why do you want one?" 


"You said it would help me." Zim's eyes narrowed. "You lied, didn't you? I should have known. 
You just take and take and-" 


"Help you with what?" 
"My back is killing me!" he squeaked. 
"Oh." Dib sighed. "Let me look at it." 


Zim flopped onto his face, moaning. The area above his Pak was visibly swollen. "Ew," Dib 
said. 


Zim jumped and looked over his shoulder. "What? What's wrong with me?" 


"Nothing, it's just kinda swollen... you're just gross..." Dib flopped down on his back. "What are 
we going to do?" 


"Mm." Zim burrowed into the covers. 

Dib watched the ceiling fan go slowly around and around, lying between his sister and a 
cantankerous moron from another planet, and wondered how his life had brought him to this 
point. 


"Tak!" 


She cried out. She'd forgotten about Skoodge. But now she remembered... "You! You were 
supposed to intervene if anything dangerous happened!" 


"I tried but, um, I've kind of been captured!" 

She shook her head. "There is no ‘kind of' captured! You're either captured or you're not!" 

"I... might have been captured! Sir!" 

"There is no 'might have been’! Are you in captivity or are you free? This shouldn't be difficult!" 
"I'm in a cage!" 

"Then you've been captured!" she nearly screamed. "So let me get this straight. You were 
supposed to help me if anything happened but instead, you're in a cage and I have to free you! 
What's wrong with this picture?" 

He said nothing. 


Tak sighed. "Fine. I'm busy at the moment. You'll have to hold on for a while and... try not to be 
killed." 


She reached up and turned off the radio. All right, now what? She surveyed the corpse on the 
floor. 
Staring at the dead scientist would do her no good. She examined her own body for injuries. 


"What," she said to herself. Half of one pant leg and a boot was missing from her left leg, leaving 
her with a bare calf, ankle, and foot. She mentally accessed her Pak's bodily repairs report. Okay, 


so, apparently, her leg had been severed when she was unconscious and she had regrown it. 


"All right, severed by what?" she said, and of course there was no answer. 
Chills shuddered up her back. She shook them off. 


She carefully picked her way over the dead human and went out into the hallway. Zim had been 
terrified of these people, and she had thought it was nothing. 


Well, of course she had! He was an idiot! 

But of course he was the kind of idiot that didn't recognize danger when it was staring him in the 
face. She fiddled with her gloves. Now that she thought about it, if the Irken who literally could 
not tell the difference between love and hate had thought a bunch of people were out to get him, 
wasn't it possible that they were in fact even more out to get him than he knew- not less? 

She heard a noise, a soft scuttling, but couldn't pinpoint where it was coming from. She tried 
looking inside the nearest room. A limp human was on the floor. It smelled dead and it was 
staring sightlessly at the ceiling. There were smears of blood on its throat and waist. Upon closer 
inspection, its back was broken. 


She studied it for a minute, and then closed its dead eyes before leaving the room. 


She found two more corpses in the next room. One was strapped to a table, its throat torn out. 
Tak had a crawling sensation all over her skin now. She turned her radio back on. "Skoodge?" 


"Yeah?" 

"Where are you right now?" 

"I'm in the base." 

Her heart was beating fast. "They got into the base?" 
"No." 


"Then how-" Tak had a dark suspicion. "Skoodge, did you... trap yourself somehow?" 
He was far too quiet. 


Tak fought an urge to bludgeon herself senseless. "It's okay, though! I can call someone to get 
me out!" Skoodge said. 


"Fine," Tak said, terminating the connection. Then she realized. She turned the line back on. 
"Skoodge? What someone? What do you mean?" 

The line was busy. 

"Skoodge! Do not dare call-" Too late, apparently. 


She ended the call, sighed, and looked around at the empty, echoing hallway. She heard a distant 
dripping noise. She shuddered. Perhaps she should have simply destroyed the place instead of 
going in to gather information. 


"Skoodge?" 


Zim felt a little weak and dizzy and he wasn't entirely sure he could trust his eyes at the moment, 
especially since Skoodge was supposed to be dead. "Aren't you dead?" he asked. Wait! "Am I 
dead?" 


Skoodge's eyes were big and round. And wall-eyed, and piggy, and ugly, just as Zim 
remembered. "Heck, I don't know! You might be! You look awful!" 


Zim blinked a few times. Here was Skoodge, who had stayed in Zim's base without permission 
for months, and then up and left one night without saying goodbye, and now he had called out of 
the blue and was insulting him. "Why have you contacted me? I'm unbelievably busy!" 


"Well- I'm on a direct mission from the Tallest, on Earth-" 

Zim sat bolt upright. His head spun and he fell backwards. He might be hallucinating this whole 
thing... he felt a little feverish... 

"Are you okay?" Skoodge asked. 


"Shut up," Gaz muttered. She'd woken up, unfortunately. Now she was sitting on the couch, 
playing her little game thing while waiting for Dib to finish a long-overdue shower. Zim could 


also use a shower by now. Not in an Earth bathroom, of course, he'd melt. 


"This is important," Zim snapped at her. He forced himself into a sitting position and directed his 
attention back towards Skoodge. "I'M on a direct mission from the Tallest from Earth!" 


Skoodge shook his head. "I know, sure, but mine's different. There's this building I'm supposed 
to help someone destroy-" 


"What? That's what I'm doing! The Tallest sent you to help me?" The Tallest thought he needed 
help. From SKOODGE. They might as well have come to Earth themselves and slapped him. 


"No, I'm helping Tak. Oh, you probably don't know who that is. She-" 


Zim heard an undignified strangled squeaky noise, and realized it was himself. "Tak? How can 
she be-" He cried out and his body folded itself in half. 


"Quit whining!" Gaz snapped. 
Zim hissed at her. 


"Now what?" Dib snapped, his voice muffled by the running shower and the closed bathroom 
door. 


"Nothing, I'm fine!" Zim called, pushing himself up into a sitting position. His squeedly-spooch 
was cramping up. Maybe he was allergic to those donuts Dib had brought them after all, or 
maybe this was related to the change, or maybe he was sick of trying to figure out what his body 
was doing and why and just didn't stinking care anymore. 


Skoodge frowned. "Are you okay? Why are Dib and Gaz there?" 
"Never mind!" Zim didn't think he owed Skoodge anything at this point. "Where are you?" 


Skoodge gave the co-ordinates of a location very near to the white building. Of course. Zim 
carefully slid off the edge of the bed and got to his feet. "I'll be there shortly. Don't screw up 
before I get there." He snorted. "Sit on the floor wherever you are and don't touch anything." 


"It didn't take me three years to conquer a planet!" 
Zim stared at Skoodge's holographic projection. 
"Sir," Skoodge added. 

Zim terminated the call. 


"I'm trying to concentrate," Gaz said from the couch. "I never asked for a stupid alien to drag my 
brother into a stupid building and-" 


Zim cut her off. "Whatever, I'm leaving." 


"You can't leave now!" Gaz turned around in her seat, opening her eyes at him. "We're stuck here 
now!" 


"Too bad," Zim snapped. His head was pounding and his skin was clammy. He would have to 
work through it. Maybe he'd feel better after some fresh air. Oh, right, this was Earth and 
everything stunk. 


Dib had gone out to a convenience store and gotten some supplies- human swill, mostly. He'd 
bought himself some new clothes to change into after his shower. 

It was cold outside. Zim grabbed the jacket Dib had bought, put it on and rolled up the sleeves. 
He couldn't quite reach the top of the dresser where Dib had left the card key to the hotel room. 
Oh well, he probably wouldn't be coming back to this place. 


Gaz was watching him. He glared at her. 


"Fine." Her eyes closed and she turned back to her game. "Go. You're useless anyway." 


"Enh," Zim mutttered. He headed for the door and reached up to open it and his knees buckled. 
He wound up crouching on the floor with his head resting against the door. His own breathing 
sounded very loud and harsh. He tried to call for Dib but could only sputter. 


"I thought you were leaving," Gaz said. 
Zim shivered. 


Eons passed. The bathroom door popped open and he heard Dib rattling around. "Where's that 
jacket I bought?" the human demanded. 


"Your stupid alien took it," Gaz answered. 

"He's not my-" Dib's footsteps came closer. "Oh boy," he muttered. "What now?" 

Zim whimpered. His throat was all locked up and he couldn't speak. His whole body had frozen 
into an aching knot. He'd forgotten all about Skoodge. 

"You took my jacket," Dib said. "That's mine." 

Zim's time had run out and his Pak was going to fall off and he was going to die. He didn't even 
know why. He'd never bothered finding out exactly what 'buds' meant, but obviously something 


bad was happening. Perhaps he was sprouting mutant arms. 


Dib slid one arm under Zim's body and scooped him up, leaning him against his chest. He started 
trying to tug the jacket off. 


"Yeah, nevermind, I don't want it now anyway," Dib muttered. He carried Zim across the room 
and sat down on the bed. "Gaz, what happened?" 


"He's been like that," Gaz grunted. "The whole time you were asleep he just sat there." 


"Not like this! He's burning up. Do you think he's going to form a chrysalis like he said?" 
Zim had just been saying that to disturb Dib, but now it all sounded entirely plausible. 


"I don't know! He's your alien!" Gaz was saying. 

"He's not my alien! For crying out loud! I don't even want an alien!" 

"Then stop carrying him around like that!" 

Dib had picked him up so easily. Dib could probably snap Zim over his knee like a twig if he 
wanted to. Not that it really mattered now anyway. 

"Why does carrying him from the door to the bed imply some kind of ownership? Anyway, I 


can't put him down. He can't walk," Dib said. "I'm not going to just leave him here for some 
innocent, unsuspecting maid to find! He steals organs, you know." 


Zim could think of worse places to die than in the arms of someone who truly hated him. At least 
Dib would appreciate it. 

He rested his head against Dib's arm. It was too late now, he was going to end up dead or altered, 
so why fight it anymore? At least he wouldn't have to go back to the white building now. 


"Come on," Dib was muttering, shaking his shoulder. "Wake up. I know you're not really gonna 
die, Zim. You never do. Stop yanking me around!" 


Zim said nothing. 


Tak found a dead security guard sitting on the floor. She tried the door he was slumped next to 
and it opened. 


She was looking into a dark hallway. Clearly, something important was in it, or had been in it. 
She headed down the hall. It was so quiet in here. Her steps were awkwardly uneven, wearing 
only one boot. She wondered why she hadn't been killed herself. She'd been left alone and 
unconscious in an unlocked room. Maybe whatever had killed all these humans didn't have a 
taste for Irken flesh. 


Something thumped. 
Tak's heart thumped. 


She inched down the hallway. She reactivated her hologram disguise. It was sloppy of her not to 
have done so before now, she realized. She'd been assuming everyone here was dead. 


Assumptions were sloppy. 


The thumping was coming from behind one particular door. She reached up for the doorknob, 
took a deep breath and turned it. 


A human with one arm stood there. The stump of his other arm had a bloody tourniquet on it. 
Tak staggered backwards with an undignified yelp. 

He wasn't carrying weapons, he wasn't oozing anything but some very normal blood, and he 
looked familiar. 


"I consider myself a reasonable man, however, this appalling incident has left me with a thirst for 
vengeance!" The man gesticulated wildly with his remaining arm. 


Tak blinked. "D... Dib?" Humans grew quickly. Dib could have reached this height after three 
years. 


"No, little girl. I'm not INSANE!" Oh, this was his father. She hadn't recognized him without the 
coat he wore in all of the footage of Dib's family she'd analyzed. "Now, this is no place for 


children!" 


"No, it isn't, shall we depart?" 


"At once! I need to get back to my laboratory to select a suitable arm substitute. Follow me!" He 
marched down the hall. 


She followed, wondering if he'd noticed all the corpses yet. 
Dib stopped the car without warning. Gaz opened one eye at him. 


"Well, he said chrysalis and it's obviously a cocoon," Dib said. His voice was shaky, he realized. 
Well, this was a horrible situation in every way, that was why. "He lied." 


"There's a difference?" Gaz asked. 


"A chrysalis is a skin and a cocoon is silk. Don't you pay any attention in bio class? That's a ball 
of silk. He's like a spider. It's disgusting!" 


Gaz glanced into the backseat. There was indeed a big ball of gray insect silk back there, and it 
was sticky, and Dib had gotten patches of gray fuzz stuck to his face and arms getting it into the 
car. The cocoon was large and awkward and hard to carry. It smelled like glue. Gaz had not 
offered to help with it. "Except spiders don't make cocoons, they make webs," Dib 
acknowledged. "I thought Zim was an adult! Why is he pupating?" 


"Ew, he's doing what?" 


"What's he turning into? Could he always spin silk like that?" And if he had, did the silk not have 
any offensive or defensive capabilities or had Zim just not considered those capabilities useful? 
Gaz shrugged. Either she had a great capacity for keeping her cool or she didn't understand how 
serious this was. 


"Moths make cocoons," Dib said, picking some silk off his chin. "His back was kind of puffy. 
Gaz, I don't need him to be able to fl- well, I don't know, he has a spaceship and rockets and GIR 
flies him around now, I guess it's not a huge deal if he learns to fly under his own power. I 
should worry more about... growth, or carnivorous behavior." He cried out. "Gaz! What if his 
adult stage is coprophagus, like GIR? That would be really gross!" 


"Drive," Gaz said. 

Fine. Dib supposed nothing would fix itself if they just sat here. He eased back out onto the road. 
"What if he loses some of his weaknesses? I rely on those weaknesses, Gaz. If nothing else, I use 
them for entertainment!" 


"You could roll him under the car and run him over," Gaz said. 


Dib had already thought of that. "No, that wouldn't leave much to study. I should turn him over 
to science while he's immobile, though..." 


"After we get Dad." 
"After we get Dad," Dib agreed. 


He glanced in the rearview mirror at the cocoon. At least Zim wasn't shrieking or complaining or 
doing alarming alien things or threatening to kill him anymore. 


"Press B," Gaz said. 
Dib scrunched up his nose. "What?" 


"Zim is evolving. Press B." 
He didn't get it. Gaz shook her head and looked away. 


Dib squinted out the windshield. "Does the air look oddly green to you?" 
He pulled over. 


"What are you doing?" 

"Everything does look green. What if it's going to storm?" 
"Then we should try to get there faster!" 

Dib took his hands off the wheel. 

"Let me drive," Gaz said. 

"I think we're caught in a tractor beam." 


"No, we aren't!" Gaz opened the door and looked out. She slammed the door, grunting her 
irritation. 


"I told you so." 
"Fix it!" 


Dib rolled down his window and looked out. Evil laughter was coming from somewhere above 
them. Dib didn't really have any capacity to be surprised anymore. 


"Surrender or be exterminated!" a somewhat nasal voice yelled. 
"That voice sounds familiar," Dib said aloud, mostly to himself. 


"Dib?" The voice sounded shocked. The car did not stop rising into the air. "Oh, thank goodness 
it's you!" 


The car rose sharply, knocking Dib back into the car, and then fell onto a flat surface with a jolt. 
Zim's cocoon rolled off the backseat onto the floor. Gaz undid her seatbelt and got out of the car, 
Dib following. 

They were in some kind of metal alien room with cables all over the ceiling like in Zim's house, 
or rather, Zim's ex-house. Half the room was walled off with force field. A short, chubby Irken 
was in that half along with some controls and screens which he'd apparently used to work the 
tractor beam. His little hands were pressed up against the field. "I'm stuck!" he said. "Pull the 
lever, Dib!" 

Dib's eyebrows rose. He knew that Irken. "Skoodge? I kinda thought you were dead." 

Skoodge shrugged. "Yeah, well. Happens." 


"Put us back," Gaz growled. "How did you get in there?" 
Skoodge shrugged again. 


Dib went over and pulled the lever to turn off the force field. Why not? Skoodge certainly wasn't 
a threat and he probably wouldn't cooperate until he got what he wanted. "Okay, Skoodge, what's 
going on?" 

Skoodge did a little jig of freedom. "Never do that again,” Dib said. 

"Tell him to put us back," Gaz said. 

"Maybe he can help us get Dad." 

Gaz scowled but didn't argue. "Oh, yeah, your dad!" Skoodge said. "He's in the gray building." 
What... "Gray?" 

Skoodge walked over to a bank of screens. "Yeah, there he is!" 

Dib and Gaz went over for a look. Dad was walking down the hall next to a young girl. 

"I can't see him too well but he looks okay," Dib muttered. "Who's that girl?" 

Skoodge shifted from foot to foot. He scowled. "That's mission-specific." 


Dib rolled his eyes. "Oh, come on! Is she going to do anything to my dad?" 


"I don't know! I don't know what's going on." 
The girl took something out of her backpack and Dad toppled over. 


Dib squeaked. There was a burst of static. Dib jumped. Skoodge pressed a button under the bank 
of screens. 


"Skoodge!" It was a female voice with a slight English accent. The girl on the screen was talking. 
It must be her on the radio. "I've found Professor Membrane. He's alive and appears unmutated. 
I've stunned him. Are you still... stuck?" 

"No, I captured some humans and they let me out," Skoodge said. 

"You did what?" She sounded familiar. Suspiciously familiar. "You- ugh! Never mind. Just trap 
them somewhere and come help me with this human. He should have something useful to tell us. 
And he's heavy. The building appears to be deserted, you shouldn't have any trouble. Just avoid 
stepping in anything.” 

"Right away!" Skoodge saluted. 

Dib's eyes narrowed. "That's Tak, isn't it?" 

Skoodge looked shifty. 

"She stunned my dad!" 

"I'm going with you to get him," Gaz said. 

"No," Skoodge said. 

Gaz growled. 

Skoodge looked at the floor. "Okay, you can come. But don't interfere with anything! We've 


been assigned to take out this organization." 


Dib stared. "You did? Zim's been assigned to do that! He didn't say he was gonna have help!" 
"I thought he said no when the Tallest gave him the order and-" 


Gaz broke in here. "Never mind stupid Zim! Dad! Now!" 

"Okay, okay, but just a minute!" 

Gaz stomped her foot. "No, now!" 

"Gaz, Tak's bringing him here anyway. She won't hurt him, she wants information. You really 
probably shouldn't go in there if you don't have to. Skoodge, look at this." Dib opened the 
backseat of the car. "Wait, didn't we have GIR in here? Where did he go?" 

Whatever. Dib rolled the cocoon out onto the floor. 

Skoodge poked at it with the toe of his boot. "Why do you want me to look at that?" 

"It's Zim." 

"Killing an Irken is a capital offense." Skoodge was suddenly holding a gun. 


Dib held up his hands. "I didn't put him in there! He made that. It was weird." 


"Really?" Skoodge poked at the cocoon some more. "It smells bad. Take it away! I don't like it." 
Dib didn't know what he'd been expecting but it wasn't that. "Okay then. Anywhere I can put it?" 
Skoodge pointed to a nearby door. Dib picked up the coccoon and walked through it- he had to 
duck. Irkens were so short. Now he was in a hallway. 


"Put it in the cargo bay at the end of the hall," Skoodge said somewhere behind him. 


The cargo bay was large and gray and mostly empty. Dib stuck the coccoon between two crates 
and went back to the screen room. Now there was sticky stuff on his palms. Gaz was gone. 


"Hey! Where'd she go?" Dib asked. There was no answer, and the control room appeared vacant. 
"Skoodge, where are you?" Dib walked forward and his face hit something. He backed up. 
Skoodge had turned that force field back on, and now Dib was the one trapped in it. "Hey!" 

Dib pounded his fists on the field. It didn't do any good. "SKOODGE!" 

"Hey." 


Tak looked up with a sharp gasp. A female human stood at the end of the hallway. She looked 
too young to be a scientist. 


"That's my dad," the girl said. 

Tak's eyes narrowed. "Gaz?" 

"Get away from my dad." Gaz came forward and then stopped. "What. Did you do. To his arm?" 
Tak switched on her radio. "Skoodge, what is going on?" 

He crackled something about someone being captured. "Again?" she said, and noticed that she 
was becoming hoarse. 

Gaz was just standing there. Just...standing. "What do you want?" "Give me my dad." 

Tak's eyebrows arched. "And do you have enough strength to carry him out of here?" 

Gaz said nothing. 

Tak sighed and rubbed her temples. "Did you notice all the dead bodies?" 

"They're really dead?" 

"Yes," 

"Did you kill them?" 


"No. " 
Gaz folded her arms across her chest. "So you're dumb like Zim and can't kill people?" 


Tak had had enough of this impertinence. She walked over and slapped Gaz across the face. 
"She hit my sister!" Dib pounded his fist against the screen. "SKOODGE!" 

"Hey, Tak!" She looked up to see Skoodge down the- 

Something collided with Tak's butt and her face hit the floor. 

She popped up onto her Pak legs. Gaz was glaring up at her. 


"Did you just kick me?" 
Gaz said nothing. 


"All right, sorry, fine," Tak said. "Is this really the time to fight?" 

"You hit me first." 

Tak looked over her shoulder at Skoodge. "How did you get here so fast?" 

Skoodge looked from Gaz to Tak, then shrugged it off, apparently, and came down the hall. "Oh, 
you're only like five feet from the front door." Oh. Tak could have walked right past it and not 
known, she realized. It was so same-looking in here. "Dib's in the ship, by the way. I trapped 
him! He's completely powerless, sir!" 

"Stop calling me that." Tak turned back to Gaz. She had gone back to being a silent witch-child. 
"We are taking your father back to my ship. It should be rather obvious that you can't do 
anything with a one-armed unconscious man on your own." 


Gaz said nothing. Tak turned away. "Skoodge, help me carry him." 


The ship was dark, with blue light coming from the powered-on computer monitors. The light 
framed a familiar silhouette. 


Dib spun around in the chair. His hands were folded in front of his chest with the index fingers 
rapidly tapping together. The light from the computer monitor glinted eerily off his weird little 
glass eye device. 


"Ah, yes, greetings,” Tak said. 


"What is that?" Dib was pointing at the computer monitor, which was displaying a still of Tak 
slapping Gaz. 


"T took care of it," Gaz said. 


"Irkens are always slapping each other, I didn't mean anything by it apart from... your sister 
being obnoxious," Tak said. 


"You can't mess with my family!" Dib said. He slammed his hands down on the armrests. He had 
grown a lot in the past few years- he was gangly and comically too big for the console chair. "I 
am just sick and tired of you stupid aliens-" 


"CAN WE ALL CALM DOWN?" Tak screamed. 
Dib barked a couple of times. Hm. Tak hadn't known humans did that. Gaz's eyes opened. 
"I'm fine!" Dib snarled. "What's wrong with Dad?" 


"He's stunned," Tak said. "And his arm's off. I didn't do anything to his arm, it was off when I 
got there." 


Dib jumped to his feet. "And why should I believe you?" he snarled. "Huh?" 
He started to come towards Tak but his face hit the force field and he staggered backwards, 
adjusting his glasses. 


Tak turned towards Skoodge. "When you said he can't do anything I see what you really meant 
was that he has access to my snack hoard in the cargo bay and all of my surveillance and radio 
equipment." 


"I did the best I could with what I had," Skoodge said. "Sir." 
Tak's antennae lowered and her eyes narrowed. "I suppose you did." 


"Gaz," Dib said. "Pull the lever. Let me out." 
Gaz said nothing. 


"I'm going to scan your father to make sure there are no mutations, we won't hurt him," Tak said. 
"Well, it will be painful, if he wakes up. We won't injure him." 


"Gaz, let me out," Dib repeated. Gaz said nothing. 


"All right, then, we should get going," Tak said. "Good luck with your, uh, being stuck." 
She departed down the hallway with Skoodge and Gaz following. Dib's complaints faded away 
behind her. 


Chapter Nine: 


The forcefield blocking Dib's exit was the same kind as one that Zim had in his base. Dib had 
never been able to get past it yet, and it looked like this new one was augmented... of course it 
was. 


Okay, well, the current situation was less than ideal, but Dib would make the best of it! This 
holding area was full of Irken technology and there had to be something he could use in here. 
Maybe there were weapons in that storage room Skoodge had sent him back to. 


There weren't any weapons in the storage room. Unless Zim's creepy ball of silk counted. (It 
didn't.) Other than the cocoon there were some piles of Irken food sitting around under tarps and 
that was all that was in the room. 


The hallway between the storage room and the surveillance room was totally empty and had only 
one door, which was locked. 


The radio and surveillance equipment were probably his best bet. The images were of some kind 
of warehouse thing. 


Was that the new General Labs? It looked really pathetic compared to the old- was that a dead 
body?! 


Dib zoomed in. Oh. That was nasty. Dib had seen dead people in various settings with various 
causes of death, some of them supernatural and hideous. This person had been cut apart pretty 
bad, but wasn't melted or anything. It wasn't the worst thing Dib had ever seen, but it wasn't good 
and it sure wasn't how he wanted to go. 


Dib turned on the radio. "Hello?" he said, and his voice squeaked a little. "Is this on?" 
He heard a loud click and then static. 

"Hello?" 

Nothing. 

Dib ran his fingers through his hair. "Okay..." 

He checked on Zim's cocoon. It was just sitting there. 


Dib looked at the screens again. That was sure a dismembered corpse. It hadn't changed since the 
last time he'd looked at it. 


He peered through the force field. Tak hadn't come back. 
What was she even doing with a ship this big? 


Dib went back to the storage room and sat down next to the cocoon. He folded his arms on his 
knees. "This is all your fault." His voice hung in the air disappointingly devoid of venom. He 
tried again. "That's my sister out there! She's stuck out there and I'm in here!" Now he sounded 
good and heated. "And I know your new thing is to pretend that my family is awful, but she's just 
a little girl." 


There was no reply. 
Dib went to try to turn off the force field again. 


Tak was standing there. Dib jumped. 
Tak folded her hands in front of her chest. At first glance it looked like a casual gesture, but then 


he noticed how tightly her hands were gripping each other. "Greetings, disgusting human." Her 
tone was careless. 


"Hello to you too," Dib said. "I'm not going to give you any information unless you let me out!" 
Tak tilted her head. "Really? [have your father and your sister. You don't have anything. I 
believe you'll co-operate, Dib." 

"You believe wrong!" 

"We'll see." She shrugged. "In any case, I don't need much from you. You're in their database." 


"Whose database?" 


"I think you know." She shifted her weight and studied him from the corner of her revolting 
insectoid eye. "He reported your involvement." 


"Who?" 
"Fim." 


Dib snorted. "You remember what he reported? I thought he was the stupid one who no one 
listens to." 


"Oh, he is. But we take General Labs seriously." 


"Uh huh." Dib had seen Irkens flee screaming in terror from tiny little dogs. He wasn't impressed 
when they 'took things seriously’. 


Tak's eyes narrowed slightly and her mouth tightened. "Where is he, Dib?" 

She didn't know where Zim was? Skoodge must not have told her. "I don't know," Dib said. 
"Really? That's surprising, considering you watch him so closely." 

"I don't watch him that closely. I get sick of him. He doesn't do much, you know!" 

"T see." 

"He's a dumb, useless alien and I have better things to do!" 

"Of course." 


"This isn't fun for me! I don't think you dumb aliens have any idea what this is like. You think 
everything is about you. I have to deal with werewolves, poltergeists, poultrygeists-" 


"All right, I get it," Tak said. She still wasn't raising her voice. Dib had to remind himself that 
she was an evil Irken and was holding him captive and deserved to be yelled at regardless of 
what else she was doing, or he'd start to feel stupid for yelling at her. "In the past, you've 


cooperated with each other. Since you collaborated against General Labs the first time you ran 
into them, I thought you might have done so again. Apparently, that isn't the case." 


"Tt isn't." 


"I see. Then I'll leave you alone. Oh, but..." She pulled something out of her pocket. "I thought 
you might be curious about this." 


It was some alien device. "Is it a way to turn off the forcefield?" 


She laughed a laugh that was painfully artificial. "No, it's Zim's report on the last incident." She 
held it out. Apparently inorganic material could go through the field. Dib would remember that. 
Dib took the device from Tak and turned it over, looking at it. It was small and flat and had a 
smooth plastic case. It had a screen in the middle and weird little dials and wires on the side that 
just seemed to be there to make it look stupid. "So how is this a trick?" 


Tak just gave him a little smile. "I just thought you might be curious." 
She walked away. 
Well, the device didn't seem to have any poison on it. 


There was a typed report on the screen, written in Irken. Was that the trick? Did Tak not know he 
could read Irken? 


Maybe there was something in the report that Tak thought would get Dib to do something she 
wanted him to do. Maybe she'd fabricated the report. 


He couldn't not read it. 


He went back into the storage room and sat down next to the cocoon with his back against the 
wall. 


"Did you kill him?" 


Gaz was sitting with her back against the stasis tube that held her father. She was playing her 
game and would not look at Tak. Thus far nothing could induce her to move. 


"Not at present," Tak said. "I gave him a distraction, so he won't ruin anything." There was no 
reason, she supposed, for her to be so civil to Gaz. She just didn't feel like dealing with her at the 
moment. There were more important things to do. 


Tak surveyed Membrane floating in his tube. He was being kept in stasis so that the site of his 
detached arm wouldn't bleed out and kill him. Questioning him while keeping him alive was 
going to prove difficult. 


She leaned forward, her eyes narrowing slightly. There was something odd about the stump of 
Membrane's arm. There was a hazy mist around it. 


No, not a mist. The stump was growing slender red tendrils. 


My Tallest, as per your request I have compiled the entire encounter with the human 
organization calling itself "General Laboratories" into one file that can be copied and 
distributed as necessary. 


The incident began on 

Dib assumed this was a date, written in an alien format he couldn't decipher. 

when I was forcibly abducted from my base and taken away for three days of testing that have 
been erased from my memory, though I was later able to recover the records of the test results. 
As far as I can tell the testing covered only the recording and interpretation of various biometric 
data. Most of these interpretations were foolishly misguided. I doubt very much that the 
information collected during this incident poses any risk to the Irken Empire. 


After these three days I was allowed to return to the base, after having been 


Dib put the e-reader down here. He spent a moment trying to imagine Zim sitting at his computer 
and planning out a long, complex report with proper spelling and punctuation. 

Dib couldn't imagine it. He decided that Zim had probably made the computer write this report 
on its own. 

Okay, back to reading. 


after having been convinced, likely via mental programming during a period of unconsciousness, 
that you, My Tallest, had been in contact with the humans and had given them express orders to 
use me as a test subject without my permission. When my full mental faculties returned I 
immediately knew that you would never subject me to such abuse and contacted you to inform 
you of this obvious breach of security. 


As you know, I would later uncover that information about my mission came to "General 
Laboratories" through a human contact of the Dib, so this entire unfortunate incident can be 
traced back to Dib. 


Dib set the tablet down again at this point. "You're freaking kidding me! I didn't send Dwicky to 
space! It's your fault Dwicky's..." It wasn't actually really Zim's fault, either, but..."That is not 
fair!" 

Dib gave the cocoon a disapproving tap and his hand got sticky web crap on it. Zim probably 
hadn't even felt the tap. 


The report continued on to say: You confirmed my suspicions about this organization and I 
resolved to return to their headquarters for a truthful explanation. 


I was unable to get the humans to stop their lying squirming long enough to tell me anything of 
substance, so I left again and returned when they were gone, resolving to find out what was 
going on for myself. 


When I did so, I discovered that these humans were performing extensive physical alterations to 
members of their own kind, creating diseased, dissolving flesh lumps of madness. I later judged 
based on further information that they were attempting to create soldiers that could continue to 
fight no matter how badly they were injured on the battlefield. 


Anyway, when I found these disfigured things I terminated them, at which point I was discovered 
and had to escape. 

I next approached the Dib. Upon questioning, he claimed to have no associations with these 
humans and their experiment. Further investigation indeed proved him innocent. He still lives as 
of this report, My Tallest. 


"That didn't need to be in your report," Dib muttered. 


At this point I discovered that in the course of carrying out my investigation I'd contracted one of 
the diseases the humans were testing. I have very little memory of the following few days. 

While I was compromised, I was again abducted. I returned to my senses within General Labs, in 
custody, which I swiftly escaped but not without an unsightly wound to my shoulder. I hacked 
into their computer base and recovered the head of their leader. As you know, I have since sent 
these things to your brilliant operatives on the Massive for analysis, as this matter is now out of 
my jurisdiction. 


That was the whole report. 


"Your report sucks," Dib said, turning the screen thing over and inspecting it for a way to get it 
open. Maybe there was something inside to disable the force field with. 


Tak watched the stasis tube. She was entirely still apart from her tapping fingertips. 
Scans had showed five life forms inside General Labs an hour ago. None of them were 
registering now. 


The best case scenario, she supposed, was that the researchers had all been killed, meaning her 
job now consisted only of attaching a data bomb to their files and destroying all traces of the 
experiment, and all human knowledge of the Irken race that could possibly be taken seriously by 
their government officials. 


In this best case scenario, the mutants that had broken loose and done the killing were 
presumably still out there and possibly dangerous. Perhaps they were contagious, and that was 
the source of the odd structures coming from the stump of Membrane's arm. Tak could be 
witnessing a zombie plague in the making. 


In which case, she didn't have to kill either Zim or Skoodge, she could just leave them here, let 
the zombies get them and go off to collect her new planet from the Tallest. 


But that was the best case scenario. It was more likely that several researchers had escaped and 
scattered and she would have to track each one down while avoiding running into an attacking 
mutant herself. 


There was a possibility that the mutants didn't have stable lifespans and would die before 
becoming any sort of threat to Tak's own safety. In such a case, they might also die off before 
they could take care of her enemies. 


Sitting here thinking about it wouldn't help much. Skoodge could watch Gaz, who didn't seem 
interested in doing anything anyway, and Dib was safe behind that force field. Tak needed to do 
some reconnaissance. 


Dib had just about decided that this report reader thingy was totally useless and he was going to 
chuck it at the wall as a sign of protest when he saw the ‘next page' button. 
He hit the button. 


REPORT OF THE GENERAL LABS INCIDENT PART II 
A transcript of interview #1 with subject Horrible Ugly Short Moron Stink Face, heretofore 
referred to as Irken ZIM. 


Dib had to read that part a couple times before he was convinced it was a real thing. 
The transcript continued in a somewhat more professional manner. 


Q: Do you know why you were contacted? 
A: Yes, the Tallest requested I verify my report verbally. 
Q: Is this what you wrote? 


ZIM takes a minute to reply and is prompted again. 


Q: I said is that what you wrote? 

A: Hold on, I'm reading it. Yeah. Okay. 

Q: "Okay" what? 

A: Yes, this is my report. 

Q: Do you testify that you wrote every word? 

A: Yes. Well, I dictated it to my- 

Q: Is that your report?! 

A: Yes, it's my report! 

Q: Okay. Now, you claim to not remember most of what happened. 
A: Yes, it's unfortunate, but I still don't. No memory. Just gone. Oh well. 
Q: Uh huh. You had some kind of disease? 

A: Yes. I have this, uh, thing right here. 


ZIM holds up a card for QUESTIONER DRONE #1 to view. It is a brief statement that ZIM's 
biological systems have been scanned via computer and he has been quarantined due to residual 
virus shedding from a respiratory infection. 


Q: That's nice. How did a respiratory tract infection give you amnesia? 
A: I don't know. 


Q: Can you think of any reason why you'd want to conveniently forget certain details of this 
incident? 


ZIM becomes visibly agitated, fidgeting like a three-year-old smeet. 


Q: Well? Can you? 

A: No! 

Q: I see. In your report, you claim to have interrogated a suspect and then left without getting 
any information. Why did you just leave? 

A: When did I do that? Oh, I see. Uh... I was told that no one there could answer the questions I 
was asking. 

Q: And you believed them? 


ZIM does not answer. 


Q: I said "And you believed them?" 

A: Could you rephrase that? 

QO: No. 

A: No, I did not believe him. Do I look stupid? 

Q: Then why did you leave? 

A: Whether I believed the man or not I saw no use in Sticking around at a time when enemy 
forces were active and guarding the place. Humans have a day/night cycle, you know. 

Q: Oh. Well. I guess that makes sense. 

A: Of course it does. 


Dib grew bored with this and scrolled down a few pages until something caught his eye. 


Q: Who's Dib? 

A: You mean you don't know? 

QO: No, I don't. 

A: I thought the Tallest broadcast- 


ZIM huffs. 


A: Never mind. Dib is Earth's protector. Its greatest warrior. Its lone defender against the 
amazing scourge that is me! You would do well to remember his name, Questioner Drone, 
because if I were ever to fail, the entire Irken Empire would go running at the name of Dib! 
Q: Okay. 

A: Dib sees everything, knows everything, and is impossible to kill! He is the spectre of your 
nightmares! 

Q: Okay. 

A: His all-consuming goal in life is to put an end to me. Should he ever succeed, his sights will 
be set ever higher. Beware the Dib... 

Q: Uh, are you done? 

A: You should all be thanking me a lot more than you are. 


Dib raised an eyebrow. "Huh." 
After that, the transcript got boring again, with the interviewer just asking Zim to confirm every 
detail from his brief report. Dib skimmed for interesting parts. 


Q: Why did you involve Dib in this if he's such a legendary figure? 
A: A what? 

QO: You said- 

A: The Dib is a mewling child. He smells bad. 


"Thanks for that," Dib muttered. 


QO: But- 
A: Stop asking pointless questions! This is taking forever and I have work to do! 


QUESTIONER DRONE #1 makes disparaging notes on a clipboard. 
Q: Why did you terminate the test subjects? 
The interview is in its third hour. ZIM appears listless. 


A: I don't know. 

Q: I'm sorry? 

A: Liar! 

Q: The test subjects. You terminated them. Why? 

A: They looked at me, and I... I didn't...the humans... 


There is a long pause. 


A: I made my report! I sent you the files! I sent you the bloodied, revolting head of the man who 
was in charge! 

Q: Y- 

A: WHAT MORE DO YOU WANT? 

Q: Y- 

A: GOODBYE! 


ZIM hangs up, effectively terminating the interview. QUESTIONER DRONE #1 sits in appalled 
silence. 


Dib set down the device. He didn't know if the next page button would lead him to any more 
material, but he needed to take a break before he tried it out. 

He looked up at the ceiling, taking a deep breath. 

Then he heard faint scratching sounds. 


Dib picked up the reader. It was light, but if he swung it hard enough it would probably do some 
damage. 
The scratching was coming from inside the cocoon. Oh! 


Dib crouched down next to the cocoon. "Hey," he said. He did not put down the tablet, in case 
Zim had mutated and become feral in there or something of the sort. 

When he spoke, the scratching stopped. 

"Dib?" Zim sounded faint and decidedly un-feral. "Is that you?" 

"Yeah, it's me. Do you need help getting out of that?" 

"Yes," 

Dib reached for the surface of the- "Wait a sec! I don't know if I should do that. I saw this thing 
once somewhere where if you help a butterfly out of its chrysalis, it can't fly because its wings 
are all fat." 

"What?" 

"I think you should get out of there by yourself." Dib sat down on the floor. 

Zim was breathing harshly. "It's dark." 

"Do you not know where you are?" 

"No." That explained the strange sound to his voice, he must be absolutely terrified. 

"You're in a cocoon. On Tak's ship. She's not here. You're safe. Take your time." 

"Tak's ship?" he said in a crackly voice. 

"She got a new one. It's huge." 

"Oh." 

Zim scratched at the cocoon. Dib pressed the "next page" button on the reader thing. "Tak gave 
me a copy of your report," he said. "On the first General Labs. I don't know why. I'm figuring 
that out." 

"Mm..." Zim fell quiet. The scratching had stopped. 

REPORT OF THE GENERAL LABS INCIDENT PART III 

Expert risk assessment of General Labs as based on data retrieved by Irken ZIM and thus 
regarded as inherently flawed 

This had lots of numbers in it. Dib skimmed them. He noticed quite a few flaws in the 


calculations right away and he didn't even know what these Irkens were calculating. 
The scratching started up again. 


"Is there any reason Tak would want me to read your report?" Dib asked. 


Zim took a moment to reply and when he did he had a needling edge to his voice. "I don't know 
what she wants. I don't know why she's here." 


"She was looking for you. She asked me to tell her where you were but I said no. I'm not playing 
her mind games this time." 


"Uh huh, I can't get out." 


"Just keep working at it." Dib cleared his throat. "You don't have any new claws or anything in 
there, do you?" 


"I'm hungry! I can't get out! I'll starve in here and you'll just watch! You've always wanted to be 
rid of me!" 


Dib sighed. "Okay, fine, I'll help! You know the outside of this thing is sticky and gross, right?" 
Zim whimpered. Dib pulled at the cocoon. It was still gross. Dib stuck his tongue out and tried to 
wipe his hands on his pants but they just got little clothing fibers stuck to them. 


There was a small tear in the cocoon now. Dib could hear Zim's ragged breathing from inside. 
Dib yanked on the ripped place in the disgusting alien insect silk. It came away and a sticky, 
fever-hot alien fell right into Dib's lap. 


Dib shoved Zim onto the floor where he lay in a puddle of viscous stuff, wheezing. His eyes 
were glazed over and he'd turned a funny pale grayish color. 


"Oh man," Dib said. "Are you gonna die?" It sounded immediately like a stupid question. For 
one thing, Zim was apparently impossible to kill, judging from Dib's experience. For another, 
there was no real reason for Zim to say 'yes' to the question if he was in fact going to die. 

He'd said he needed to eat. Dib pulled a pack of Irken snack stuff out of the big pile of it that was 
sitting in the back of the room. It was full of chips. 


Dib handed Zim the bag of chips and immediately wondered if greasy junk food was really the 
best thing to give to an Irken who was clearly in such a sorry state, but it was too late now, he'd 
already started eating them. 


Zim ate the whole bag of chips and then passed out on the floor before Dib could ask him to try 
to turn off the force field. Oh well. 

Zim looked less gray now. He also wasn't wearing a shirt... where had the top part of his uniform 
gone? Dib hadn't seen him take it off. Had it, what, dissolved or something? 


Oh, and Zim had some kind of damp, crumpled gray mess stuck to his back, with filmy 
transparent mess sticking out from under it. 


"Huh," Dib said to himself. He wished he had a stick or something. In lieu of a stick, he had to 
poke at these new appendages with his finger. 

"It's a wing case," he said to himself. "Like beetles have. Maybe it will look less crappy when it 
dries off." Dib was fairly sure this top part was supposed to be some kind of shell and not all 
floppy and wet. 


"I don't know," he continued to mumble. "I think something's wrong with... oh, yep." Underneath 
what was probably supposed to be a shell were two pairs of transparent wings like you'd find on 
a housefly or dragonfly, instead of one pair of flight wings like normal Earth beetles would have. 


These didn't seem to have grown in the right places... they appeared to have been wedged apart 
by the curvature of the Irken PAK so that the top two were closer to each other than the bottom 
two. Also, the bottom right one was only about half as long as the other three. Dib wondered if 
there were even supposed to be two pairs of flight wings instead of one. "Well, that sucks." 


Dib pulled away and picked up the device with Zim's report on it. He skipped past all the bad 
alien math to: 

REPORT OF THE GENERAL LABS INCIDENT PART IV 

Summarization of information pulled from deceased brain of leader 


"Augh," Dib said. 


Information was ungettable. ZIM likely did not recover the head properly. 
Dib shuddered. 


Zim woke up with a dramatic gasp, causing Dib to jerk and drop the screen on the floor. 

Zim sat up, looking around with fast jerks of his head. "Where am I? What happened? What is 
this puddle? Why am I not clothed? It's freezing in here! Dib! What did you do?" 

He sounded so loud and bizarrely offended at everything. He sounded more like himself than he 
had in weeks, actually. 

"Welcome back," Dib said. "Nobody missed you. Go back to feeling sorry for yourself." 

Zim glared at him. "What is on my back?" 

"You passed out and grew wings." 

Zim scoffed. 

"I'm serious," Dib told him. "Does your kinesthetic sense not work?" 

"Eh?" Zim cocked his head sideways and squinted one eye. 

Dib laughed without expecting to laugh. "You look like a deranged bird. Also, you need a 


shower. You smell like alien." 


Zim shook his head. "Do not speak to me of stink. Where are we?" 


"Tak's ship. I just told you that. Really." 

"Tak's ship isn't big. It's small. Why are you telling me these lies? To what end?" 

"She has a new ship, and she's actually on it right now," Dib said. 

Zim stood up. He wobbled a little and windmilled his arms to keep his balance, looking shocked. 
When he'd collected himself he put his hands on his hips. "Tak's dead, Dib." 

"Nope, I just saw her. She's alive." 

"No." 

"Yes." 

"She perished in the vacuum of space." 


Dib did not have time for this. "She's here. I just saw her. Okay? Can we move on?" 


"Hmmm." Zim rubbed his chin. His wings fluffed up and he whipped around, yelping and trying 
to see behind him. He looked like a dog chasing his tail. 


Dib laughed again. 

Zim stomped his foot. "Don't mock me!" 

"You look stupid!" 

"At least I don't have-" He gestured wildly at Dib. "Face!" 


"All right." Dib put the gadget with Zim’s report on it in his pocket and stood up. "There's a force 
field right over here. Can you turn it off?" 


Zim continued trying to look at his own back, having apparently ignored this last question. Dib 
reached out, grabbed one of the wings and held it out to the side where Zim could see it by 
turning his head. 


"Oh," he said in a small voice, his shoulders slumping. 


"You've got a few of these," Dib said. "I don't know a whole lot about aerodynamics but they 
don't look flyable, sorry." He let go of the wing. 


"I don't like them. They ache and they look stupid. Remove them." Zim turned around so his 
back faced Dib. 


"What?" 


"Pull 'em out. Go on." 


Dib ran his fingers through his hair. "For crying out loud. No. I'm not gonna do that. Look, 
there's a force field over there that I want you to-" 


"Dib! After all I have needlessly done for you, out of the sick mercy of my twisted heart, to keep 
your worthless, disgusting, big head alive, you can't do one simple thing-" 


"You're not going to guilt trip me into pulling off six of your limbs! I don't care how much you 
don't like your wings! If we survive all this stuff, you can go to an alien doctor and get them 
removed in a sterile environment under anesthetic. Okay? For now, you're just gonna have to 
suck it up!" Zim ground his teeth together. "Also, I don't buy the mercy thing, but I don't have 
time to worry about your recent motivations because Gaz and my dad are in danger. Right now!" 


Zim rubbed at his eyes. He turned around to face Dib, folding his arms over his narrow chest. 
"Oh really. How's poor little Gaz in danger this time?" 


Dib ground his teeth together. "She's Tak's prisoner!" Zim muttered something without words. 
"Can you just turn off this force field? You'll need to do it if you ever want to leave this ship, you 
know." 


"Fine, fine. Let me see this supposed force field..." 


Dib led Zim out into the control room. Upon entering the room Zim turned and headed over to 
the bank of surveillance footage. 

"Oh, right, that's there," Dib said. "That's the new building." 

Zim was staring up at the screen that had the dead guy on it. 

"I don't know what happened to him," Dib told him. "Just... the force field... sometime today... 
please..." 


Zim looked over his shoulder. The three layers of wings on his back separated slightly to give 
him the puffy look of a startled cat. Dib sorta hoped he'd follow through on the surgery thing 
because the whole beetle look was going to take a lot of getting used to. 


"Do you still plan on going in there?" Zim asked. 


Dib raised an eyebrow. He hadn't actually thought about it. "I don't know. But, uh, I haven't seen 
anyone alive in there and she has lots of views of the building, so maybe it's a moot point now." 


Zim looked pale and sickly again and his eyes were far away. Dib supposed there were 
disturbing implications here, but he had more important things to worry about. He pointed at the 
force field. "That right there. Turn it off." 


Zim finally looked at the force field. He reached out and flipped a simple on/off switch that Dib 
hadn't noticed. 
Dib cleared his throat. 


Zim trudged out into the hallway. Dib glanced around the room to make sure there was nothing 
useful he should take with him- there wasn't- and then he followed. 


The hallway wasn't much to look at, it was metal and filled with ostentatious Irken wiring. Zim 
headed past three doors without looking at them before stopping at one and doing something to 


the control pad next to it- Dib couldn't see what. The door opened and the specimen shuffled 
through it with Dib in pursuit. 


Chapter Ten: 


Dib stepped into the room Zim had entered. 


Skoodge was there. He was sitting at a table, staring at an intricately-arranged collection of 
chips, cards and dice. Gaz was sitting on the floor next to a tube full of some kind of blue liquid. 


Their father was suspended inside the tube. 

"Gaz," Dib said. Skoodge looked up from his toys. 

Gaz said nothing. Dib went closer to her. He stared at the space where his dad's arm should have 
been. 


"Shouldn't you be trapped in the cargo bay?" Skoodge asked from somewhere behind him. 


"No!" That was Zim. "I shouldn't be trapped in the cargo bay! And I also shouldn't be looking at 
your fat ugly-" 


Dib tuned this out. He sat down on the floor next to Gaz. "Are you okay? Did they do anything 
to you?" 


She snorted. "No." 
"Where's Tak?" 


Gaz shrugged. Dib looked back up at the tube. Zim was still ranting behind him. At least 
someone around here was feeling better. "What did this?" 


"Don't know," Gaz said. "I'll find out." 

Zim was quiet now and Skoodge wasn't answering his tirade. That seemed suspect. Dib started 
paying attention again. 

"What?" Zim asked. "What are you looking at?" 


"Nothing!" Skoodge squeaked. "Sir! You just... stand there!" 


"Skoodge? What are you doing? Stand down, soldier!" Dib looked at Gaz. Her eyes were closed. 
"Dib?" Zim called. Dib adjusted the sleeves of his jacket. "DIB!" 


Dib got to his feet and turned around. Skoodge had backed Zim into a corner and was penning 
him there with a wall of mechanical spider legs. Zim was looking around at everything and 
nothing. Dib had spent so long observing Zim's every twitch of expression and gesture that he 
himself could almost feel the frantic indecision between annoyance and terror. 


"Skoodge, what are you doing?" Dib asked. 


Skoodge looked over his shoulder. Dib was surprised his short little neck could accommodate the 
motion. "This doesn't concern you, human scum! He's better off being put out of his misery!" 


Zim stamped one tiny pointed boot and his wings puffed up. Skoodge recoiled. "I am not! You 
are relieved of your duty soldier you are clearly no longer competent!" He waved his hand 
through the air, snapping out at the elbow in a frantic cutting motion. "Stand down! Go on! I said 
stand down!" 


Skoodge cleared his throat. "Zim, I request that you hold still!" 


Zim made direct eye contact with Dib despite Dib's attempts to avoid direct eye contact. "Why 
are you just standing there?!" 


Dib looked away. "Skoodge, why do you want to kill Zim?" Said killing, from the looks of 
things, would occur via a graphic stab wound to Zim's throat or chest, and Dib didn't want his 
baby sister to have to see it if at all possible. 

"Because he's an infected mutant, and he's probably going to infect all of us?" 

Zim stared. "What? Me? No!" 

Dib ran his fingers through his hair. "The wings, you mean? Look... why don't you put him in 
quarantine?" 

Skoodge looked a little unsure. Dib said: "In fact, you could put yourself in quarantine. Then 
you'd be guaranteed no infection from either Zim or the mutant zombies from General Labs. Or 
me!" 

"Yes," Zim interjected. "Who knows where Dib has been?" 


Skoodge rubbed his chin. "I don't know. Tak told me to stay here and watch Gaz." 


Dib spread apart his hands. "Hey, I'm here now. I can watch Gaz. Besides. Gaz was in pretty 
close contact with Zim. She's probably infected too." 


Skoodge's eyes widened. 


"Okay." Zim glared through the force field. Skoodge placed his tiny hands against the field and 
looked from Zim to Dib. "Stay in there," Zim said, "don't make any noise and don't come out." 


"Where's Tak?" Dib asked. 

"She went to look around outside," Skoodge said. 

Dib nodded. "Okay. Well, we're going to go wait for her to come back." 

Skoodge shook himself. "She might not be coming back. There are huge monsters out there! 
They're horrible! They don't have skin!" 

Zim shifted from foot to foot. 


Dib swallowed. "Really?" 


"They killed everyone in the gray building," Skoodge said. "They're probably off to kill again. I 
watched them!" 


"Oh. How can these things be stopped?" Also, it was the ‘gray building' now? 
"I don't know," Skoodge said. He turned away. 
Out in the hallway, Dib said to Zim: "You seem to know your way around here." 


"It's a standard issue lab ship," Zim said, reaching over his shoulder to press at the base of his top 
wings and wincing slightly. "I lived on one for years." 


"So you would know how to keep Tak from getting back in?" 

"You want to commandeer her ship?" 

"Of course I want to commandeer her ship! Don't you want to commandeer her ship?" 

Zim didn't reply at first, gnawing his lower lip. "What I want is to kill everything and go home!" 
"Look, do you think I'm happy with this? Do you think I enjoy running around after monsters 
like a jerk?" Of course, Dib would have been running after monsters anyway, but a completely 
different set of monsters. Zim wouldn't understand. 

Zim hugged himself. He was probably cold. Dib thought it was a little cold in the ship and he 
had a shirt and jacket on. "Fine. We'll commandeer the ship. I'll go lock her out. Oh, she 
probably has booby traps and..." He trailed off, muttering under his breath, and went to a door at 
the side of the hallway. Dib walked past him towards the area Gaz was in. 


"Hey!" Zim sounded alarmed. Dib jumped and turned around. 


"What is it?" His heart was hammering. "Don't do that! There are monsters out here, you know!" 
Although they were unlikely to be on the ship. 


Zim peered up at him. Dib braced himself for the expected 'I told you so' but Zim said instead: 
"What if Tak runs into a monster and dies?" 


"Then she's really out of our hair! My hair, anyway. You don't have..." 
Zim didn't look like he got the joke. 
"Never mind." It wasn't a very good joke anyway. 


Zim muttered something and vanished through the door. Dib headed back down the hallway. 
Gaz hadn't moved from where she was sitting. Dib looked around the room for anything useful. 
He checked out Skoodge's scattered game pieces. There was a small pocketknife next to one of 
the piles of cards. Dib took it and sat down. 


Dad's life support machinery hummed. Dib closed his eyes and wondered if there was anything 
he should have done differently. 
He heard a distant thumping noise. His head shot up. 


The noise didn't repeat and Gaz didn't react. It must have been Zim. That little moron was going 
to be the death of all of them if Dib didn't keep him in check. 


Tak had done something to the command center. What was the word? She'd... she'd decorated it. 
She'd changed the cushions and added decals in places. Zim didn't understand. He'd thought 
decorating was something humans did. Why was Tak doing it? 


Zim inspected one of the decals and scratched at the underside of his chin. There was something 
stuck to it. He shuddered. It was a piece of sticky gray stuff. He yelped and dropped it on the 
floor and kicked it under a box. 


Well, whatever. It didn't matter. He booted up the main computer. 
She'd set a password. He sighed. He typed in a random combination of keys. It did nothing. He 
tried again, and a third time- 


"INTRUDER!" 


The voice continued to yell at Zim but he didn't hear what it was saying over his own screams. It 
was coming out of the computer at him. 

He tried to move his Pak and his upper back twitched instead and he fell backwards and the chair 
clanged on the ground. So did his head with a clunk and a flash of pain that echoed inside his 
skull. 


He stared up at the ceiling and was very still. Maybe the owner of the voice hadn't seen him. 
She was still yelling. "I repeat, information on this machine is protected by order of the Almighty 


Tallest! All spies will be terminated!" 


It was a recording. Tak had left it for hackers. 


All the air rushed out of Zim's body. His eyes closed. He took a deep breath and got to his feet. 


He tried to use his Pak again, intending to electrocute the computer and make it shut up. It still 
didn't work- his back ached and he heard a hideous buzzing noise. Well. He'd look into that later. 
He swatted the speaker system onto the floor where it crashed and buzzed and groaned to a 
fuzzing static halt. Zim studied the wreckage. Throwing the speakers seemed to have been very 
effective. 


The monitor was bigger than Zim. He climbed onto the desk and threw his full body weight 
against the monitor, hissing through his teeth. It tipped and he very nearly tipped with it. 
The monitor fell and shattered. Zim put his hands on his hips and surveyed his work. Oh, the 
keyboard. He kicked it off the desk. 


Every muscle in his body tensed. Heavy footsteps were pounding down the hall. Zim's claws slid 
out of their sheaths. 


Dib threw the door open. His face was pale. He looked at Zim and then he looked at the 
wreckage on the floor. 


Dib took a deep breath. He closed his eyes. When he spoke his voice was crackly and shaking. 
"You had... one job." 


Zim had completely forgotten that he was supposed to turn on the shields and not destroy the 
command center. It was, he felt, a reasonable error to make, given that this was an enemy's 
residence and he was a trained hunter-destroyer machine, and his head felt so odd and his back 
hurt and everything, but he didn't believe Dib would see it that way. He looked down at the 
ruined computer and made his eyes wide. "It's fallen over!" 


Dib just stared at him. 


Zim sighed and folded his arms over his chest in an attempt to capture a little warmth. He looked 
up at Dib's disbelieving face and then down at the wreckage. "I dunno." He shrugged. 


Dib shook his head. "I can't leave you alone for five... all right, come here where I can keep an 
eye on you." 


Zim climbed down from the desk and followed Dib out into the hall. The hallway smelled faintly 
disgusting. He would have expected Tak to be cleaner. "Now what?" he asked. 


"Don't break anything," Dib replied. 
Zim could have very reasonably pointed out that breaking things was what he was supposed to 
do, but Dib wouldn't care. 


They entered the room they'd been in before. He sat down at Skoodge's vacated seat at the table. 
His wings got pinned between his Pak and the backrest of the chair. A small noise of protest 
buzzed in his throat. He leaned forward to alleviate the pressure. 


The wings were a damp, sticky, warm weight on his back. They felt sore and itchy. He could... 
he could move them, if he tried. That didn't feel normal at all. 


Skoodge had been playing a game of Decaying Tooth Hut and backing himself into a very 
obvious strategic corner. Zim hadn't played any of the varieties of Tooth Hut in decades. It was 
too easy. 

He began to slide the different pieces around on the table, untangling the knots Skoodge had left. 


Skoodge's set was well-worn and smooth to the touch. Zim got distracted running the tip of his 
thumb over the ridges on a corner fluke piece. Everything he touched felt strange without gloves. 


The tipping knife was missing from the set. The knife was the best piece, why had Skoodge not 
replaced it? 


"Hey," he heard Dib say in the curt, disrespectful tone that meant he was addressing Zim and 
certainly not Gaz. "What did Tak do to my dad?" 


Zim looked up and noticed the stasis tube in the back of the room for the first time. "Enh?" 
He got up from the chair and walked over for a closer look. Gaz was sitting next to the tube. He 
gave her a wide berth, inspecting the equipment from the other side. 


Professor Membrane had been completely immobilized. "His arm's off!" Zim observed. 
"I don't think she did that." Dib sounded tired. 

Zim pressed his hand against the glass. It was cold. 

Gaz opened one eye. "Leave him alone." 


Dib said, "Get away from him, you monster!" He was actually baring his teeth. Zim withdrew his 
hand. 

Zim did not dislike Professor Membrane. Professor Membrane always treated Zim civilly and 
gave him edible snacks. 

He reached to put his hand in his pocket and found no pocket because his overshirt was gone. He 
rested his hand on his hip instead. "She hasn't done anything to him. Quite the opposite. He's 
being, uhm, held still so that he won't..." Zim knew exactly what this setup was for but the words 
to explain it were difficult. "Won't... get any..." 

Dib glared at him. 

"It's to keep from..." 


"From bleeding out?" Dib guessed. 
Zim nodded. He sat back down at the table. His legs felt a little weak. He turned back to the 


game, stacking some defeated cards in a location where they had a good view of their falling 
comrades. "What now?" he asked himself, and only afterwards realized that he'd said it aloud. 


Dib sighed and sat down, resting his back against the wall. "We have to get rid of those 
monsters. Duh." 


"How? They've been engineered to be unkillable!" 
"Why are you asking me this? You're a homicidal alien! Shoot them into space! Blow them up!" 


"They destroyed my equipment." Zim put his head down on the table. The plastic surface felt 
cool and smooth against his cheek. 


"Maybe some of your stuff is still in the building." 

"Mm." 

"Maybe there's something to kill the monsters." 

"Mm." 

Dib's voice got quiet. "Maybe there's something to help my dad." 

"Mm." Zim lifted his head. It was heavy. "There are medical supplies here. Or there should be." 


Gaz opened one eye. "Can you fix him?" 
Zim thought about it. His breath rasped in his chest when he breathed in deeply. He wondered 
why that was. 


Both Gaz and Dib were looking at him now. 

Zim rolled his shoulders. He propped his chin in his hand. His skin felt warm and smooth. He 
took his hand away. Now he was thinking too hard about how his body was covered in skin, and 
how skin renewed itself constantly and was constantly shedding dead cells at every instant. 


"Where are my gloves?" 


"I don't know." Dib tilted his head, grimaced and scratched behind one ear. "Could you 
theoretically fix him?" 


"Eh..." Zim looked at the tube. He looked away. "I suppose. Yes! Given the right parts..." He 
rubbed his forehead and pulled his lower lip in under his teeth. "Why are you asking me this?" 
The children said nothing, they just continued to look at him. 

"What?" 


"Do it, then," Gaz said. 

Zim sat bolt upright. He turned and looked at Professor Membrane, floating in stasis. He 
mentally rehearsed what it would mean to 'fix' him... the trimming of ragged flesh away from the 
stump, the careful fusion of a new limb, the blood and the meat and the human stench... 

Zim stood up. The room sort of swung back and forth and he grabbed the table to stay balanced. 


"Enough of this banter," he announced, "I'm going to search the area for useful tools! Eh!" He 
headed out of the room. 


Gaz called him "useless" as he left. He decided she was beneath the effort of a retort. 


Tak found a large boulder and perched atop it with her Pak extensions, hovering some ten feet 
over the ground and scanning the area. The surroundings were flat and empty. She could see 
General Labs to one side, silent and dead. To the other side was open field, and a scraggly stand 
of trees obscuring the horizon. 


She looked down at her tablet. The screen glowed the specifications she'd downloaded from the 
new setup's database and unscrambled. 


It had been a small, secret operation. There were ten mutants, six subjects of mind control 
experiments and thirteen scientists unaccounted for. Nothing moved in any direction as far as the 
eye could see. 


Tak headed across the plain towards the stand of trees. This could take a while, she suspected. 
The medical bay was where Zim had expected it to be. This was in every aspect an exact copy of 
the ship he'd lived on for two years as a scientist, apart from Tak's modifications. She hadn't 
"decorated" the med bay, though. 

He peered into each cabinet and checked out each shelf. Tak had a few standard first aid kits, 
some over-the-counter pharmaceuticals and an outated diagnosis scanner. There was nothing 
here that Zim could use to help Professor Membrane if he were inclined to do so. Oh well, he'd 


tried. 


Zim made a shallow scratch on the back of his hand with the diagnosis scanner's sampling needle 
and inspected the results on the screen. 


PAK-BRAIN CONNECTION ERROR DETECTED 
Zim shook his head and scrolled down. He always got that error. Stupid, glitchy software. 


Specimen is an adult male. Six erupted vestigial wing buds present on upper back. Immediate 
surgery is recommended to ensure compliance with Act FYAD. 


Yeah, that was pretty much what he'd expected. Zim rolled his shoulders and winced. 
Specimen may be experiencing dizziness, pain and fatigue as side effects of recent 


metamorphosis. Specimen shows signs of mild asthma and depressed immune system resulting 
from prolonged stress and exposure to toxic alien atmosphere. 


Zim shrugged and turned it off. There was a locker in the corner of the room that he'd not noticed 
before. He looked inside. There were a few lab coats hanging up. They were all a bit too large for 
him. He selected the smallest one and put it on backwards so that there was space for the things 
on his back. 


Skoodge had said there were monsters. Clearly the worst had happened and the things the 
humans had been trying to create now had some kind of autonomous life. They were likely 
fragile... perhaps they'd die on their own. 


Skoodge had worried about contagion. Were his fears founded? 


Zim rubbed his temples and sighed. The best plan of action, he decided, would be to track the 
monsters down, annihilate them and any of their surviving creators, and then go home and... ah, 
right. The base was gone. 


Zim would force Dib to host him until that problem was fixed. For now, he'd have to find 
something to kill monsters with. 

His wings felt hot and sticky and heavy. Perhaps Dib could be convinced to do something about 
that. Dib had spent the last three years trying to cut Zim up. Now he had a perfect opportunity to 
do it and he was refusing, just to make Zim's life harder. Typical. 


Something fell over in another room. Zim's head jerked up and his surroundings came sharply 
into focus. 


Dib must have knocked something over. Zim pressed his hand to his chest and felt his racing 
heart. 


That worm was going to be the death of him. 


The trees were sparse but the space between them was clogged with undergrowth. Tak picked 
her way through it, keeping a watchful eye out in every direction at all times. 


She shimmied up a nearby tree and looked around for what felt like the fiftieth time. There was 
nothing out here. Nothing. 


She leaned against the tree truck, fiddling with the psychic-occulsion implant in her left temple. 
This operation would be better carried out from the ship. In any case, she'd been gone longer 
than she'd expected, long enough for Skoodge to have done something stupid. She should get 
back. 


She just didn't understand where everyone could have gone... perhaps they'd gone back to the 
building. She should check the security footage. 


Gaz had migrated over to the table with all the stuff on it that Skoodge and Zim had been 
messing with. 


"So that's a game?" Dib asked, watching her move the pieces around. 

She grunted. 

"How do you play?" 

She grunted. 

Dib folded his arms over his chest and looked up at the ceiling. "You can't ask Zim for favors 
directly, you know. It makes him mad. You have to persuade him. It helps if you make it seem 
like he's doing something you don't want him to d-" 

"Shut up about your stupid alien!" 

Dib huffed. "For the last time, he is not my-" 

"You don't care about anything but chasing your stupid pet alien, and now Dad doesn't have an 
arm!" 

Dib couldn't form words. His jaw went up and down soundlessly. 


Gaz knocked over what looked like a chess piece with a vicious clack. 


"I stuck up for you," Dib said, sounding far away to himself. "He said you're as bad as he is and I 
said..." 


"This isn't about me," she said, looking him right in the eye. "it's about you!" 
Dib slumped against the wall and stared at his sister. She stared right back at him. 


Something fell over out in the hallway. 

"QUIT IT!" Dib and Gaz yelled in unison. There was no reply. 

Zim sat on an examination table, looking down at his knees. Someone had taken his clothes and 
covered him with a sheet. Under the sheet a Y-shaped scar ran up his chest, stitched with nylon 
thread. 

Dib entered the room holding a chainsaw and clomping in heavy boots. 

Zim reached up to brush a fly from his forehead. "Finally," he said. 


"Kill," Dib said in a voice that was not Dib's. He dripped something on the floor. 


The sheet over Zim turned into a backwards lab coat, made of stiff clean canvas, too big for his 
body, creating sort of a shell around him. "Excuse me?" he demanded. 


Dib leaned over, dropping the chainsaw. His skin slid off. "Know you." 


The hulk of naked flesh that was definitely not Dib stood in the preop bay of the research station. 


Zim's back was coming apart in sore, itchy layers. He rubbed against the wall to scratch it. Lard 
Nar would see that his coat was on backwards and that he was sitting on the examination gurney 
and would call for a supervisor to reprimand him. The more reprimands on Zim's record, the 
more tedious it would be to get into the military academy. They'd already rejected him twice. 


"What do you want?" he snapped. The thing from the white building should not be here. It 
should not be alive. It should not be out of its tube. 


"Kill," the thing said. 

Zim stood up. His wings were nearly dry. They fluffed up and buzzed angrily. They must make 
Zim look much bigger than he was. He stood up tall. "You," he said. "Stop haunting me! I'm 
done with you! Do you hear me? You have no business here!" 


"Kill..." The thing took a step closer. 


Zim stomped one foot. "Stop following me! Leave me alone!" His breathing had eased and his 
voice was as loud as desired. He made it louder. "I said get out! You've had enough of me!" 


The thing wobbled. 

"Kall..." 

"You've killed me enough!" 

"Kall... me..." 

Zim stared up at the creature, frozen in place. 


He heard someone running closer, and Dib called his name. Dib appeared through a doorway 
behind the creature. Dib stared. 


"Know... you..." the mutant said. "Kill... me..." 


Zim was on Tak's ship with a mutant escaped from the new white building. Dib was standing 
behind it, open-mouthed. 


The mutant dripped slime onto the floor. It reeked of death. "Kill... me..." 
"I think you should kill it!" Dib yammered. 


Zim couldn't move. 


Chapter Eleven: 


This could not possibly be right. Zim must still be sleeping. He dreamed about those test subjects 
all the time, after all. 


The lights were too bright and the air too cold and still. Zim looked down at his hand and noted 
the thin scratch across his knuckles from the medical scanner's sampling needle. 


The creature was dripping because it had torn the membranes along its arm. Thin, delicate 
strands were already beginning to grow across the wound, pulling it shut. 


Dib stood behind the creature, staring directly at Zim, waiting. 

"T can't kill it, I'm unarmed," Zim blurted. "My Pak isn't working. Do something!" 
"Like what?" 

"Something!" 


The creature wasn't attacking, it was just standing there. Of course it wasn't just a creature, it was 
an ex-human. 


And it had spoken. Zim cleared his throat. His hands were cold. He reached for his pockets and 
didn't find them because he was wearing this horrible backwards coat. 


"Kill me," the test subject repeated. 

"IT can't kill you. I'm not armed," he told it. "Do you understand?" 

The human just stood there. Its breath heaved wetly. Its muscles tensed. 

A new voice. "Dib, what is going on?" 

Dib whipped around. "Gaz, no, get back!" 

Gaz did not get back. She came forward. "Whoa!" 

Dib continued to ineffectually yelp her name. "Do you have a weapon?" Zim asked. 


He had been addressing Dib- though he did not know why, obviously there was no use- but Gaz 
answered. 


"No." She shuffled forward another step. "Was it talking?" 
"Yes," 


"Are you going to kill it?" 


"I can't, I'm unarmed." The test subject was standing there. Waiting. He felt cold sweat on his 
face and thought he would faint if he didn't get a grip. 


"What about those tubes?" 
"Bh?" 
"The tube Dad's in. There are two more of them. Can't this thing fit in one of them?" 


Zim locked eyes with the test subject. It was much harder to move when he looked into its eyes- 
and he couldn't look away. 


Dib had stopped squawking. That was a relief. 
Gaz had said it might fit in a stasis tube. "I think it... could." 
"How are we going to get it into a tube?" Dib asked. 


Zim cleared his throat and folded his hands together in his lap. Dib had been the opposite of 
helpful so far and he didn't feel the need to dignify him with a response. Instead he addressed the 
test subject. "So, I can't kill you right now. But I can freeze you so that you feel nothing. I'll need 
your co-operation, of course." 


The thing nodded. 'Easy' seemed like entirely the wrong word to use, but perhaps this would be 
less of a trial than he would have expected. 


Zim got to his feet. The room blurred and grayed. He leaned against the wall and breathed deeply 
for a moment until he felt a little better. He tossed his head back and stood up straight. "Come 
here, disgusting human!" 


He led it past Dib and Gaz and into the control room. He heard himself speaking without any real 
conscious input. "This way," he said. "You came to the right place, you revolting sack of meat. 
There is nothing human scientists can do that cannot be destroyed by me." In reality he had no 
idea how to reverse anything that had been done to this human. "Now get in there-" they'd 
reached one of the empty stasis tubes- "and fall into oblivion." 


The test subject stepped into the tube. Zim sealed it up. 


He placed it into unconsciousness. His hands were shaking so badly that he nearly turned on the 
‘shred’ feature instead. That would have been messy. 


He sat down at the card table and propped his head in his hands. His whole body shook. It just 
wasn't fair. He'd been loyal. He'd worked hard. This should be someone else's problem. 


Gaz sat down with her back to her father's tube. Dib hung by the wall. 


Zim drew in a breath. It made a whistling noise when he let it back out. The test subject had 
listened to him. It had followed commands. It was aware. 


Dib began to pace back and forth. He spoke. Zim could not understand his words. His Pak must 
be shutting down entirely, no longer translating- 


"Stop mumbling," Gaz snapped and Zim understood her perfectly. Dib was speaking nonsense, 
Zim's Pak was fine. 


Dib ruffled up his hair and stared at the test subject. 

It was cold. The chair was metal. Cold.. metal... cold... 

"[ have to get out of here!" Zim turned and the chair was in the way. Over it went. 

The pressure was building too quickly in his chest and if he could not get air he would burst. 
Here in the cargo bay was the hatch; he slammed the release button and for one long moment the 


hatch did not open, what if Tak had DNA-locked it, what if he was trapped? 


It opened. Zim looked outside, down at a crumbling road, stringy grass, scattered rocks and some 
human's abandoned car. He took a deep breath. 


He sat on the edge of the hatch with his legs dangling out. The world below was the dark gray of 
beginning dawn, or perhaps late evening. 


This was far enough. The urge to flee had passed. He leaned on his hands and studied the dirty 
pavement below. His throat felt tight and scratchy. 


Dib sat down on the other side of the hatch. 

Zim waited for a smart remark. 

None came. Instead- "Was that a test subject?" 

Truly human foolishness had no bottom. "Yes." 

"How did it get here?" 

"IT don't know." 

Dib rested his hands on his knees. "I'm starving." 

Zim checked the air with one antenna. It smelled like Earthen damp, metal and nearby Skoodge. 


He looked back over his shoulder. He could blurrily see the curve of his shell out of the corner of 
his eye. He could also see Skoodge sitting idle in a pile of crumbs. 


"He's eaten all of it," Zim muttered. 


"IT don't think I could eat that anyway." 

Zim looked out at the ground. He had not been talking about finding food for Dib; his own 
insides ached with bitter emptiness and there was no way to relieve it now that Skoodge had 
eaten everything and why had Dib started talking about food? Surely he knew there would be 
nothing for humans to eat in the ship. 

Dib looked outside as well. "That's our car!" 

"Uh huh." Zim's head ached. 

Dib swung his feet slowly. He blew air out through his nose. "Do you have a plan at all?" 
Zim rubbed at his temples. "Mmmh." 

"T guess not." 

"Do you?" 


"Well-" Dib's eyes darted back and forth. "Wait, can you fly the ship? What if we just flew away 
and got my dad some help, and then..." 


Station ships were more difficult to fly than a Voot cruiser and Zim was having moments of 
faintness. The last thing that should happen while trying to fly a station ship, in atmosphere, near 


trees, was a moment of faintness. However, he couldn't say that to Dib. 


Left to his own devices, Dib kept talking without a reply. "If we're going to leave here, we 
should take anything of value from the car first." 


"I'm sure Tak did that when she kidnapped us." 

"She didn't exactly kidnap us." 

Zim didn't understand what this could possibly mean. Surely Dib had not walked onto her ship. 
If he had, Zim would probably need to throw him out the hatch in a fit of rage. "Why are we 
here, then?" 

"Skoodge sort of kidnapped us. You wouldn't remember that part. You were in a coccoon." 


That seemed like some bizarre form of human humor, but Dib looked completely serious. 


In any case, the car was almost certainly useless. Tak must have dropped it out of the ship, 
because most of it had shattered. 


"T think GIR's still in the car," Dib added. 


"Any Irken would have recovered such a valuable robot before ditching the car. I'm telling you, 
it's useless to go down there. We'll only waste time." Zim reflected that he might only have hours 


more to live, if the test subject was being pursued by something nastier; he did not want to spend 
those hours watching Dib rifle through scrap metal. 


Dib raised an eyebrow. He shook his head. "We should still- why am I telling you this? You're 
the one who suddenly wanted to get out of the ship!" 


"The monster came from somewhere. There could be more of them." His tone lacked its usual, 
admirable conviction. Every movement, word and gesture was a drain on his very low resources. 
A malaise so horrible must show in his face or voice somehow. If it did, Dib would be the one to 
notice. 


If Dib noticed, he was keeping what he saw to himself for now. Or he was distracted by this car 
thing. "Well, I'm going to go search it!" 


"You go ahead. I'll be right here... not searching it." 


Dib hopped down to the ground. It was a short hop, as his improbably tall human body nearly 
spanned the distance from the ground to the ship. 


Zim wrapped his arms around his body. He could just barely reach the edge of his shell with his 
fingertips. It was warm from his body heat, smooth and tough- but not tough like armor, more 
like fingernails. So a forceful stab would pierce it, and that was even ignoring the fact that it was 
spilt down the middle. Ergo, useless. 


"Hey!" Dib looked alarmed. "She's got some kind of cloaking device on the ship. I can't see it 
anymore!" 


"Really?" Zim leaned forward. There was nothing to keep him from falling out. He leaned back. 
"Zim? Zim? Are you ignoring me or can I not hear you anymore either?" 
"Some of both," Zim decided. 


Dib peered up in the general direction of the hatch, his lips pursed. He looked different. Zim was 
not yet an expert on human social signals but he liked to think he knew something about 
identifying a weakness. That, and he had pictured Dib looking all vulnerable like that. Lots of 
times. He had thought it would be more satisfying. 


Dib turned away and began picking through the rubble. "Well... I don't think it's drivable. Let's 
see. Empty coffee cups, dead batteries... maybe there's a use for the battery acid, styrofoam is an 
insulator, hm... there's no sign of GIR. Man, now Gaz is all alone in there. Great. Why did I just 
leave him with her? Zim, are you still here? You're not going to help me back up, are you?" 


"Egh..." Zim doubted he could support Dib's weight. 


Dib sat down on the hood of the car. The jacket he was wearing did not lift and settle around his 
body like the one he usually wore, the fabric was thick and just sat there. It made him look still 


and heavy. "I left my sister and my dad and I didn't even think. No, I had to chase the stupid 
alien. Maybe Gaz is right..." 


Zim swung his legs back and forth. Was Dib like a parrot and forgot where Zim was when he 
wasn't looking at him or did he really think Zim had pressing business elsewhere on the mostly- 


empty ship and had left the vicinity of the hatch? 


"I have to get back up there!" Dib started jumping up and down in the general direction of where 
he thought the hatch was. 


This was pathetic. Zim tipped himself over the edge of the opening. 
His weight shifted into his back with a painful tug and he hit the ground. 


He got to his feet, struggling to get his breath back. Dib had pulled his feet up onto the trunk of 
the car as if he was hiding from a mouse on the ground. 


Zim had hit the tip of one wing when he landed and now it was crumpled. He heard a muzzy 
whimper buzz out of his throat. He sat up and looked behind him. The ship was now invisible. 


Dib was pale except for two bright red spots in his cheeks. "You idiot!" 
Zim kept getting 'up' and 'sideways' mixed around. He dragged himself underneath the car. 


Dib hopped to the ground with a thump. He peered underneath the car. "I just... told you... the 
ship... invisible... agh..." 


Zim had assumed it was keyed to only be invisible to humans. Tak was apparently in an 
inhospitable mood, or perhaps she hadn't realized Zim would be by. 


"Get out from under there!" Dib snapped, not waiting for any kind of response. "I'm not going to 
hit you!" 


Zim wasn't sure he believed that, but that wasn't why he was under the car. He didn't expect Dib 
to understand. 


Zim didn't even understand. It was nice to be close to the ground with the car over his head, was 
all. Nothing very much larger than himself could get under here at least. 


Dib seemed to actually want an answer this time. "No," Zim said. 
Dib muttered something he didn't catch and got into the car. "That's great. You're a big help!" 


Whatever. 


The ground was cold and solid. The air tasted like water vapor and foliage and the heavy oil and 
metal of the car. It was all very harsh and sharp. Tak's ship had been nearly odorless in 
comparison. Zim felt a little like he'd just taken off a blindfold. 


He closed his eyes and listened to his own breathing. In the dark he saw again the test subject. 
Standing there. Pleading. It had not attacked... 


He shook himself. He thought he had stabilized enough to stand and walk. He crawled out into 
the open. 


When he opened the car door Dib jumped a mile. Zim climbed into the passenger seat and 
flopped down sideways on one hip with his chin propped on the armrest, unable to find a 


position that was comfortable and didn't put pressure on his back. 


Dib slammed back in his seat and scowled out the windshield. "Why did you come down here? 
Now we're both stranded outside! Great job!" 


"You were calling for me!" 

"My dad and sister are up there. And there could be more monsters! And I'm down here-" 

"You wanted to search this wreckage. I told you there was nothing, but the Dib insisted, nooo, I 
have to look anyway, because I don't trust Zim even though ZIM IS ALWAYS RIGHT! And so 
you stranded yourself outside and began mewling and left me to chase after you, but you are not 
satisfied, because you never are!" 

"Well... you... you freaked out and ran to the door!" 

"I didn't go OUT the door!" 


Dib muttered something he didn't catch, slumping in his seat and folding his arms over his chest. 


Zim looked out the windshield at the budding tree branches swaying in the wind. The space 
around him was gradually getting lighter, it must be early morning and not evening. 


He opened the glove compartment. Dib jumped. 


Zim rifled through the glove compartment and found nothing of use. He sighed and leaned back, 
rubbing his wings against the back of the seat. They itched. 


Dib cleared his throat. "Can I look at those for a sec?" 


"Look at wha-" Oh. Normally his answer would be a swift and decisive 'never' to examination by 
Dib, but... "Yes. Of course." He turned his back towards Dib, knotting his hands together by his 
collarbone. Perhaps if Dib got a closer look at them, he'd be willing to cut them off. More 
pressingly, Zim couldn't see back there. He knew he had four flight wings and a shell. That was 
It. 


He braced himself for Dib to yank on him, ‘accidentally’ twist his tender wings, poke him, rake 
up bits of him with his dirty human fingernails... but Dib did nothing of the sort. 


If not for the warmth of his hands and the human stink of his flesh Zim could have sworn he was 
being looked at by a medical drone. In the same way as an examination robot, Dib was careful 
not to cause injury to his subject but showed no hesitation that might hint that he acknowledged 
the violation of Zim's personal space. It did hurt when Dib pulled on his lower wings, which 
were still weak and damp, but he knew Dib well enough to tell that he wasn't doing it on 
purpose. For once. When Dib wanted to cause pain, he was much better at it than this. 


"You've got spots,” Dib said. 
Zim's muscles seized up. "What?" 


"Your shell. It's got three pink spots on it, like your Pak. Except the edges of the spots are blurry 
and the top one isn't exactly centered." 


"Oh..." It sounded like those were markings, and not some kind of disease symptom. Still, Zim's 
heart did not immediately slow back to normal. 


"It didn't have spots before. They're new." Dib pinched one of his flight wings between his finger 
and thumb and rubbed it. "What is this? Keratin? Chitin? Bugs have chitin and mammals have 
keratin. Feathers are keratin. I think. " 


"I don't know. Stop pawing me!" 


Dib ignored him. He was talking fast, on a roll. "They're completely transparent. Well, these 
ones on the bottom are still soft and they look clouded over." He tugged at them. "Look, there 
are little veins in- well, I guess you can't see them. Are there supposed to be four flight wings? 
Are there any beetles that have four? Well, those would be Earth beetles. You're not even 
supposed to be in our gravity! Are females winged too? These fold up. Look at that!" He folded 
the upper right flight wing, gently, for Dib, and tucked it underneath the shell. "Fascinating. Are 
these manipulated with chest muscles, like a chicken's wing?" He tugged on one, hard. 


"Ow ! W 


"Oh, do you have sensation in these? Do they hurt?" Was Dib brain damaged? "What about this 
shell? Huh, huh?" He tapped the shell. 


"Stop touching me. Get your hands off me!" Zim huddled against the door. His skin hummed, 
shrinking away from human touch. He imagined he could feel traces of the salt and oils from 
Dib's hands on his wings. He thought of the minute scales on butterfly and moth wings, and how 
they dusted his gloves no matter how carefully he handled the insects, and the myth that the loss 
of the scales would render the insect flightless. 


Zim did not have scaled wings. Dib would have mentioned that. 


He climbed back into the backseat, away from Dib. His limbs were sluggish and uncertain. 


There was a revolting smell here. A familiar smell. He rooted around under the seat and pulled 
out GIR's powered-down shell. "He was right here," he grumbled aloud, "those useless humans 
didn't look hard enough!" 


Dib was watching him. Whatever. 


He set GIR down beside him. The inside of the car was cold and his back was mostly bare since 
the coat he'd scavenged was much too big and was practically falling off. His teeth chattered. 


"You know," Dib said, "I don't think Gaz understands. I mean, this is important research. You're 
a really complex organism. It's not just you, either, it's lots of things that I study, but Gaz mostly 
sees you because, you know, you go to our school, and you require a lot of study time because 
you're complex. You're almost as complex as a human being." Zim flicked one antenna. "There's 
still a lot I don't know about you. I had absolutely no idea you had dormant wings like that. And 
why do you recoil from human touch? Is it because you hate humans? Then why do you not only 
reject touch, but show obvious signs of fear and discomfort? Are you afraid of me? Is it an 
instinct?" 


Zim's head felt heavy. He allowed it to rest against the back of the seat. There was nothing to do 
now but wait for Tak to return and Dib to shut up anyway. 


"This is no time for a nap, we have to plan," Dib snapped. 


"I'm not-" Zim sucked the inside lining of his cheek in between his teeth for a moment. "You 
seem calm." 


"I'm pretty good under pressure." 


"I see." Zim swallowed a yawn, knowing Dib would probably have some smart remark if he 
heard it. He closed his eyes and again saw the test subject. He opened his eyes. 


"You said we must plan," he said. "So. Plan." 


Dib drummed his fingers on the side of the car seat, wrinkling up his nose. "What are we going 
to do about Tak?" 


Zim bit his lip. Tak had been sent to take over part of Zim's mission. The Tallest thought he was 
overworked, egregious insult that it was. 


But, well, they were the Almighty Tallest and they must have had a reason and perhaps there was 
a better way to disagree with them than sending Tak away, and, uh... but they'd also sent 
Skoodge. Skoodge. Really? The Tallest had an unfortunate tendency to mischief sometimes... 


Dib was observing his reactions. "You'd better pick whose side you want to be on right now, 
Zim! I can't deal with Tak if you're bein’ all squirrelly behind my back. You hate her just as 
much as I do. She betrayed both of us." 


"Hmmmh. I suppose so." Zim did not think he would be able to physically overpower her so he'd 
have to think of a plan. But his head ached... "Of course, she's here to remove the threat. I was 
going to be generous enough to let you try, so perhaps I could allow-" 

"We could barely get out of there alive, and we beat Tak. So, we're stronger than Tak. So, she's 
just gonna end up dead, which is fine except they'll have more information because they'll have 
her." 

Zim glanced out of the car's back window, down the empty road. He supposed the dirty stink 
beast had a point. "I need to acquire... things before I can accomplish my goal. Perhaps while I'm 
doing that, Tak-" 

"Get off the Tak thing. No Tak. We're not letting Tak mess with our business. I talked to her 
while you were conked out turning into a ladybug monster, okay? She is totally up to something 
and she hates us. Tak is bad! I say, there was one of those tubes still empty. Let's freeze her in it! 
Then we can hijack her ship, take my dad to his lab where he can get patched up, and go from 
there." 


Zim's eyes narrowed. Dib was still an excitable child, for all his height. And Zim was not a 
ladybug monster. Zim was Zim. "And how will we do that?" 


"T'll hold her down." 

"She'll murder you." 

"She's just an Irken." 

Zim hissed. "Just an Irken?" 

"I can hold you down." 

Dib was familiar with all of Zim's personal weak points (a knee that had been sprained before 
and could easily be sprained again, his scarred shoulder, places where GIR had recently bitten 
him) and, though he would not say this aloud, he was smaller than Tak. Dib would be in for a 
nasty surprise if he tried to wrestle with her. 

Out of the corner of his eye he saw a flash of motion. He sucked in air. 

Dib leaned in closer. "What is it?" 


Something had darted across the road. "I'm sure it's only a squirrel," Zim said. "Or maybe not." 


It had been small and fast, so not a test subject- at least, not one of the same type. 


"Something's out there?" 

"Yes, yes, down the road." 

Dib locked the car doors. 

"I'm sure it's nothing," Zim said. He swallowed. "And if it is, it won't use the door handle." 
"Still," Dib muttered. 

Zim stretched out one wing. He could feel it, from base to tip, as something belonging to him 
and under his control. He re-folded it and tucked it away. It fit in neatly between his Pak and his 
shoulderblade. 

He was not sure which was worse: a hot, sticky blob that he couldn't control stuck to his back, or 
full awareness that he had six functional limbs that shouldn't be there. He shivered. "Tak can't 
see this." 

"Can't see the squirrel?" 

"NO! This!" He fluttered. "She can never see this!" 

"Oh." 


Neither of them spoke for a moment. 


"You know, it might not be safe out here," Dib mused. "And I should get back to Gaz- that 
thing's frozen, right? But you froze it! What if you did it wrong?" 


Zim gazed outside at the trees. He didn't think he deserved to be insulted. 
"It didn't seem violent... but still." Dib rolled his eyes up to the ceiling in contemplation. "The 
ship isn't that high off the ground. I wonder if I could... I think I can reach it. Maybe it's like 


those doors in General Labs. You can't see it, but you can touch it." 


Dib got out of the car. Zim scrambled over to the window and looked out in all directions. He 
saw no creatures. 


Dib started walking back and forth near the front of the car. He reached up and started waving 
his hands. 


"I hit something!" he yelled. "I was right! It's just- right here!" 
He walked back and forth and jumped and grabbed something and vanished entirely. 
Zim pulled GIR a bit closer. His breath fogged the car window. 


Dib did not reappear. He must be inside the ship, then. 


Well, was he going to come back for Zim or was he just going to vanish like an ungrateful little 
worm? 


Zim could not get back into the ship under his own power. It was too high up and his Pak wasn't 
working right. Surely Dib had noticed and would return. 


Seconds passed and nothing happened. 

Dib could be very spiteful, but at the moment it was more likely that he was just being stupid. 
Alone, with no chance of Dib even divining anything from his facial expression, Zim would 
admit that Dib was not actually stupid in the way of other humans. At the moment he seemed 
very much distracted, and of course he would conveniently forget about Zim's needs when little 


sister Gaz was in trouble. Except she wasn't in trouble, and Zim was cold, and hungry, and Gaz 
was perfectly fine up there. Humans. 


Zim looked down at GIR's head, dented and split with mechanics showing through. He touched 
the break in the metal and pulled his hand back when the edges were sharp. He turned his hand 
over. Green skin. Short, retractable claws that currently were out, because his hands wouldn't un- 
tense. The points of these claws were split and ragged already. He'd been without his gloves for 
only hours. 

He caught motion out of the corner of his eye and turned his head. 

Tak emerged from the woods. Zim ducked down behind a seat. 

The image of her striding out of the trees formed in his mind a few nanoseconds after his body 
had reacted to her appearance by cringing out of sight. She was moving quickly, stiffly, her face 


was sharp and angry- er, stern- determined? Something glare-ish. 


A few breaths later, he looked up. The ship had been unshielded and was perfectly visible; Tak 
was crawling up into it. He saw her back, the glint of a perfectly functioning Pak. 


She vanished. The hatch closed. The ship's shields didn't reactivate. 
Nothing happened for a few minutes. 


Had Dib actually attacked her? He was going to screw up something or another, left to himself 
up there with Tak. Zim had to find a way into the ship. 


He could easily reach the hatch if he stood on top of the car directly underneath it. Of course, the 
car was just a few feet too far away, and he didn't feel strong enough to push it. 


In the past three years he had spent on Earth he had only had two occasions to drive a car, but the 
controls were simple enough. He turned the key that started the engine. 


Nothing happened. Zim pounded his fist on the car's control panel. 


He picked up GIR and got out of the car. He flinched. A light fog had condensed out of the air 
and its moisture stung his face. 


He looked up at the ship. 

The ship flickered out of sight. Zim shook his head. 

His wings were fluffed into layers. There was a breeze this morning and he could feel it tugging 
at his flight wings. A chill ran up his spine. He folded the stupid things up tightly under his shell 


where they couldn't do anything and turned back to the car. 


He knew where the entrance was now. If he could get the car underneath the ship, he could find 
it and get back in. He popped the hood. 


White light spilled out from underneath it and stabbed him in the eyes. He backed up. 


The light wasn't coming from under the hood, it was coming from down the road. Someone was 
approaching. 


Zim scrambled underneath the car and hunkered down against the cold ground. Certainly, the car 
was driven by some random humans off on their human business. Surely it was no more than 
that, but still- 

The car rumbled to a stop. The doors popped open. He heard footsteps. 

"Over here." A male voice, with clear purpose. Not a curious tourist. 

The footsteps were muted against the dirt, but they were definitely coming closer. 

GIR was lifeless and silent, laid out at Zim's side. There would be no help from him. 


Perhaps he hadn't been seen crawling under the car. Was the dirt soft enough to hold footprints? 


Whispering from the humans. He couldn't make out what they were saying. From the sound of 
their voices he guessed that there were two of them- and hopefully not more. 


He caught the words "under here". 

Where was Dib? 

The humans' voices rose slightly as they became heated. 

"Did you get a good look at it? Do you know it's an Irken?" 

Zim clapped a hand over his mouth. The urge to cry out was very strong. 


"IT saw the antennae." 


"It could be a kid playing." 
"Out in the middle of nowhere in a car that looks like that? Come on." 
"Was it the male or the female?" 


"Was it the- the female's tranq-ed and strapped to a table, stupid!" She wasn't anymore, assuming 
they meant Tak. "Fire a few rounds under there." 


"No, I'm not shooting some kid, you look." 
Thus far there had only been two voices. Two humans was more than enough, though. 
"Just shoot him! They keep getting away!" 


"Maybe it's not even the right one! Maybe the female brought backup and we can still use him as 
a specimen." 


"If you want it identified first, you identify it." 

"Pine!" 

A human eye appeared. Zim drew back, sucking in air through his teeth. The human withdrew. 
"It's him. It's him, what do we do?" 

"Shoot him!" 

He heard someone running away. To the car. To get the firearm. Obviously. 


Zim scrambled out into the open. 


Chapter Twelve: 


One human screamed and put its hands to its face. The other one jumped into the car and started 
the engine. He appeared to have forgotten he possessed a lethal weapon and could shoot Zim 
dead. 


The first man, the screaming one, ran to the car. He grabbed the door handle, but before he could 
get it open, the car roared off down the road without him. 


The human turned. He was pale. Soft. Squishy. Balding. Gray. And now, he was unarmed. 
Zim ran his tongue over his teeth. His hands balled into fists at his sides. 


The human backed up. It gasped for air. 


Zim took one slow step forward. The human backed up some more. "Don't hurt me," it said. 
"Please!" 


Zim tilted his head slightly. His wings twitched. "Excuse me?" 


Those were not the words he wanted; the words he wanted would have made the human scream, 
and cry, and say how wrong it had been. Those words might not have existed. Surely, they were 
inaccessible in the human language. 


The human's eyes were showing the whites all the way around. "Don't. It wasn't me. I wasn't, I 
didn't, no!" 


"Not you? You were going to shoot me! If that other one hadn't run away, I'd be dead now! And 
now you just stand there and ask me not to hurt you?" Zim was shaking, even though he felt 
quite warm. Uncomfortably warm, and blood thumped in the side of his head. "I should 
dismember you!" 


"Please... don't!" The human backed up until he hit a tree. 
"Do you know what you've done to me?" Zim asked. "No? You don't care!" 
"Uhh 1... ec 


The human turned and took off running. Zim did not immediately follow. The terrain was 
uneven, and his limbs felt heavy and sluggish. 


There was no need to put himself out by running, anyway, the human shortly tripped and fell. It 
was fat. That probably contributed to its fall. 


Zim took his time walking up to the human. It was curled up on its side, covering its face. It had 
made no attempt to stand. 


Zim set his hands on his hips. "I was afraid of you," he muttered, poking it with the toe of his 
boot. "Me. Scared of you. What a waste of my time." 


The human gibbered. The blood was gone from its face and its horrific smell had become 
intense. 


Zim shifted his weight onto one foot. While he was thoroughly intimidating to anyone who knew 
his credentials, and this human had hard evidence that he was dangerous, Zim had never yet 
actually seen a human cower from him in this way, especially not one that was so much larger 
than he. He also noticed that the human was not making eye contact. But it was looking at 
something in Zim's general direction. Something behind him. 


The car? It was the car, right? 


The human barked out one short, husky sob. 


A metal clang rang out. Zim's antenna twitched. "GIR?" he said. He didn't look behind him. Not 
yet. "Is that you?" 


GIR was of course out of commission and so that noise was unlikely to have been him. "Dib?" 
There was no reply. A breeze flitted past. It had the reek of rotten meat on it. 


Zim heard springs squeaking, a thump, and a finally, slow, squealing crash. He glanced over his 
shoulder. 


The car was overturned. Behind it was a blurry red shape. 


Zim backed up. The stench of it, the hot meat blood stench, how had he not smelled it? Had the 
wind been wrong? Had he simply not wanted to smell it? 


The test subject took a step forward. 

"I froze you," he said aloud in a strangled squeak. 

It was a different one. Of course. That made sense. 

It was a very different one. It had additional modifications. 

Zim sank to his knees. The test subject came forward. It wobbled from side to side as it walked. 
It stood over the human scientist and looked down at it. Its eyes were glittering black. Its lip 


hung open to reveal jagged teeth. 


The test subject raised its foot above the man's head. Zim looked away. 


Tak had looked at the screens showing the interior of General Labs. She'd closed the hatch and 
put the shields back up. Now she glanced into the area of the ship that was blocked off by force 
field. She saw Skoodge sitting there instead of Dib. She drew back. 


The jig was up. Dib jumped out from the doorway he was crouching in. He expected to knock 
Tak to the floor. He landed on the four metal points of her Pak extensions instead. 


She held him suspended in the air. He hung there a moment, looking down at her pale, startled 
face. 


He struggled. She had him tight. She knew exactly where to put the metal points so that every 
move he made just drew them tighter around him. Zim had never pulled this crap. 


"I see you finally found that off switch,” she said. "What have you been up to since then, hmm? 
Spying? Sabotage? Simply sitting here in wait?" 


"Like I'd tell you." 


"All right," she said. "I'll find out. This was a poor move on your part, Dib. There are, if you 
haven't noticed, two empty tubes next to the one I'm keeping your father in. One of those tubes 
will be for you now. You had a chance to cooperate." 


"There's only one empty tube there now," he said. 


She said nothing, examining his face for clues. Skoodge was accounted for, she'd just seen that, 
and even she probably knew he wouldn't freeze Gaz. He let her wonder about it for a moment 
before he spoke. 


"You had a visitor while you were gone," he said. "You didn't even know?" 
She turned and dragged him into the hallway. The spider legs dug in hard. It hurt. 


The solid enormity of the plant Earth was under his hands and knees, cold, hard, studded with 
sharp bits. The cool air, laden with blood and brains and fear and the things exuded by humans 
when they died, shifted back and forth, playing with his antennae and the covers of his wings. 


The Earth was vast. The Earth was filled with more incomprehensibility and held more secrets 
than the expanse of space that separated it from the edge of the Empire. 


The test subject looked down at him. One of its feet was planted in the scientist's spilled brains. 
Its fingers wiggled. Long claws extended from the tips. 


Zim cleared his throat. "Would you by any chance like to be put into suspended animation? I can 
manage that." 


It bayed. It was a deep, gurgling sound. Zim had heard it before, but afterwards he had always 
woken up screaming and clinging to whatever was nearby. 


He stood up, nearly overbalancing and stumbling in the process. His wings unfolded and felt at 
the slight gusts of breeze. He packed them away. 


Surely the next minute he would wake up. He reached out to his side, feeling for the arm of the 
couch, cushions warm and sticky with body heat and fearful sweat, GIR's curled body, one of 
GIR's toys, even. None of that was there. He'd known it wouldn't be, but it was worth a try. 


The test subject raised its claws and its legs pounded towards him. Huge, slamming, thundering 
legs, the same legs, of course, that had just smashed a human skull like the thin crust that was 
forming over the pool of its drying spilled blood. 


Zim turned on his heel and darted into the trees. The trees were not close enough together for the 
monster to be unable to go between them. It was obvious that it would soon overtake him. If this 
was a nightmare, that was what happened in nightmares. 


If this was not a nightmare, Zim's legs were short. 


Dib found it hard to breathe, squished between the metal cage of Tak's hideous cyborg parts and 
the hard metal floor. He would not give her the satisfaction of telling her so. 


She was staring at the test subject in its tube. She had been staring at it for what felt like a really 
long time. 


Where was Zim? He wasn't just sitting out there having a temper tantrum in the car, was he? Dib 
could use some help here. 


Dib glanced to the side. Gaz was sitting by Dad. She looked at Dib and silently looked away. 
"I'm going to ask you one more time," Tak said. 


"I don't know how it got here! I'm not responsible for your terrible security system. Heck, I'm the 
one who trapped it for you." 


"No, you're not," Gaz said. 

Dib's teeth clenched. "Whose side are you on?" 

"Gaz. How did you trap it?" Tak asked. 

Gaz shrugged. "I didn't either. It was my idea, though." 

Tak scowled. "You didn't trap it either. Are you suggesting that it walled itself up in there?" 


"No. Zim yelled at it until it went in there to get away from him." Gaz opened one eye. "I 
thought about putting him and Dib in that last empty one." 


Tak's lips compressed into a tiny white line. "Zim was here. On MY ship?" 


"Yes!" Dib said. "He's been here the whole time! And he broke your computer! I lied to you, 
Tak! I lied! I knew where he was ever since I got here!" 


Tak rounded on him. "Where is he now?" 
"He's outside." Dib sputtered. "I mean, I don't know where he is but it's outside somewhere 
because he's not on your ship anymore. He left. Shouldn't you concentrate on this horrible 


monster, and try to figure out how it got in here?" 


It occurred to Dib that the ship's hatch was some ways up off the ground. Way higher than Zim 
could reach. Well, he had that Pak thing. 


Tak leapt off of Dib and scrambled for the hatch. Her cyborg legs made a slithery metal noise 
against the floor. 


"No, wait!" Dib got to his feet, with slight difficulty as his arms and legs were lacking the proper 
circulation now. "He's probably long gone, you know!" 


He straightened his glasses. Why did it even matter if she found him? Zim wouldn't be able to 
get the jump on her now anyway. She knew he was nearby and she'd be on guard. 


Up ahead, Tak jumped out through the hatch. 


Dib peered after her. He didn't see the car. Now, that seemed weird. He'd been able to see the car 
from the hatch before. That was the whole reason he'd left the ship, because he'd seen the car 
outside. What he did see was GIR, sort of carelessly tossed on the ground. Zim had been keeping 
GIR close by. He would not have tossed GIR to the ground for no reason. 


Dib looked behind him, back into the ship. 


Gaz had always been fine. He didn't remember her ever not being fine... except for... maybe that 
pig thing, but that was an exceptional circumstance. 


Tak was studying GIR's lifeless shell with a look of revulsion. She looked up and uttered a cry of 
disgust, facing something that was out of Dib's field of vision. He would just go check out what 
was going on. He dropped down to the ground. 

The car had been knocked over onto its side. 

Tak wasn't looking at the car. She staring past it, at something pale and crumpled on the ground. 
Oh. 

Dib looked up at the clouds, swallowing. The dead guy smelled pretty rank already. He couldn't 
have been dead for more than a few minutes- he hadn't been there before, and that looked like the 
spot where he had been killed, judging by all the stuff mashed into the ground. 

"What is he doing?" Tak demanded. "Killing off random humans? He's insane!" 

"Huh? That wasn't Zim. Zim didn't do that." 

"Why not?" 

"Look, there's a footprint in his brains," Dib noted. "And it's huge. I'm an investigator, I, uh, 
notice this stuff." He looked away. Zim would also probably be too finicky to smash someone's 
head in even if he didn't have tiny feet that weren't good for smashing, but that was beside the 


point. 


"Hm," he heard Tak say. "Then where is he?" 


Dib turned his attention to the overturned car. He glanced at GIR. One of his eyes had shattered. 
"There's some slime on the car," Dib noticed. 

"What kind of slime?" 

"It's clear. It looks like snot. Do Irkens have snot?" 


He looked over his shoulder. Tak was standing there with her arms folded over her chest. "Find 
him," she said. 


"He was in the car before." Dib looked in the windows. "Hey. Zim? Are you in there?" 


No answer, and no signs of movement inside the car, although he could have been wedged under 
a seat, with a footprint in his head. 


"Do you think whatever killed that guy got him?" Dib said. "I don't think he would have left GIR 
lying there like that unless something was chasing him or carrying him off." 


"If he were close enough to be inside or underneath that car, I'd smell him," Tak said. "Especially 
if he's dead." 


"Do you think it ate him?" 
"I doubt that." 
"He's small. A really big monster could eat all of him and-" 


"Dib. He wasn't eaten. Irken flesh would be extremely unpalatable to anything living under 
Earth's chemical conditions." 


Dib had seen Zim attack or be attacked by several types of paranormal creature that were known 
for being voracious, such as werewolves. None of them had made serious attempts to eat Zim 
despite their voracious natures. How had Dib not noticed that before? It could be important in 
some way. Anything and everything could be important someday. 


"So, whether he's dead or not there's something to find. Well. That's good. If he's dead I don't 
want to never find him, you know? I'd always think he might come back. Showing up in class 
like nothing happened, or breaking into my house and waking me up in the middle of the night to 
attach a tracking device to my ear, or..." Dib cleared his throat. "I'm getting off the subject." 


Tak raised an eyebrow. "You are. And we don't have much time. What has he possibly offered 
you to make you stall like this on his behalf?" 


"Nothing! I'm not stalling, I want to find him too. He didn't even bother offering me stuff." That 
would have been a courtesy that was apparently beyond Zim's meager capacity for politeness. "I 
don't work with Zim because he's good or anything. I only work with him sometimes because 


he's less bad than other things. Like you. And whatever did that!" He gestured at the dead guy. 
"Who even is he? Who is he? Why is he dead?" 


"He's some kind of scientist. Note the lab coat. I thought it was obvious." 
"Really! Then..." Dib gnawed the inside of his lip. "Is he from the labs?" 
"That's where scientists tend to work." 

"You know what I meant." 


Zim could have seen him and run away of his own volition. He was terrified of the labs. Or... 
"What if he had a helper that kidnapped Zim?" 


"Then we'll find both of them, I suppose. My patience is running low, I suggest you think 
harder." 


There didn't seem to be anywhere nearby to hide. There were no tracks on the ground, which was 
hard and dry. "Isn't this your job?" he asked. 


"You're the one who started acting as if Zim is your responsibility," she said. 
"After you told me to find him." 


"If you want to protect him, that's your business. And it extends to finding him when he becomes 
overwhelmed by his lack of good sense and wanders away." 


The surrounding area was very open, with only a few sparse trees for cover. Was it even possible 
for Zim to have covered so much ground that he wouldn't be visible from here in the relatively 
brief time that had passed since Dib had left him in the car? He was short and low to the ground 
and could possibly be missed, but... no, Dib was used to finding small things in large landscapes. 
And the grass here was still fairly lifeless and yellow-gray. Zim's green skin would not blend into 
it. 


So he wasn't on the ground, and he wasn't in the car. Dib looked up. The sparse surrounding trees 
were still very dead, without even buds on them yet. One tree had a big lump in it, high up in the 


angle between two branches. 


The lump had angled antennae sticking up out of the top of it. Dib looked away as to not draw 
Tak's attention. 


Too late; she had seen where he was looking. She darted off in that direction. 


Dib tried to outrun her. She was preternaturally fast, even with her short little Irken legs. They 
reached the tree at the same time. 


Tak and Dib faced each other. Her eyes were bright and her mouth was grim. 


Dib looked up into the tree. Zim was lying in the tree in a half twist, chest resting against a large 
branch and feet braced against the trunk. His eyes were unfocused and removed from his 
surroundings. Balanced like that with his head buried in some weird alien thinkspace, he could 
fall any moment. Dib edged over, preparing to have to catch him. 


Tak set her spider legs against the tree. They slipped. The trunk was covered in the same slime 
that had been on the car. 


They both called Zim's name at the same time. He slowly leaned forward and peered down at 
them. "Oh," he said. "What do you want?" As if he had been safe at home, and they had appeared 
on his lawn, and he wanted them to leave. 

"Come down," said Tak. 


Zim rubbed his eyes and moved around on the branch. "I can't get down, I'm stuck." 


Dib groaned and ran his fingers through his hair. "He's stuck. Of course, he is. The alien's stuck 
in the tree. Why are you in the tree? What made you think you had to be in a tree?" 


When Zim had started moving Dib had thought he was making a cursory attempt to get down to 
prove he was stuck, but then he sat down on the branch and leaned against the tree trunk. He'd 
been finding a more comfortable spot, was all. Sure. 

"How did you get stuck in a tree?" Tak demanded. "How do you even get stuck in a tree?" 

Zim turned away, resting his chin in the crook between two small branches. His large eyes had 
lost some of their life and color in the gray light. They reflected an achromatic swath of clouded 
sky. "I can't get down, I'm stuck," he repeated in a dismissive mumble. 

Dib sighed. "You're not stuck. Get down here." 

"The trunk of the tree is slimy, I can't get down." 


"Then how did you get up there in the first place?" 


Zim did not answer. His head inclined ever so slightly to the right as he studied the bark of the 
tree branch. 


Tak squinted up at him. "What are you wearing? Is that a coat? Is that from MY ship?" 
"It's a long story," Dib told her. "Let me talk to him. He trusts me!" 
"T do not," Zim said. 


Tak shook her head. "If you can't get down here, that's your problem." She tipped her head back 
and took a long, deep breath. When Zim scented the air he sounded like an asthmatic weasel. Tak 


was a frickin’ ballerina in comparison. A ballerina of sniffing things... maybe... it had been a long 
day, and Dib's thoughts were inelegant. 


"Of course, it will rain soon,” she said. 


Zim flicked one antenna. The corner of his mouth quirked down into a grimace, the most 
expression he had shown so far. "Rain?" 


There was a great deal of feeling and history in that syllable. 
Tak was dry. "Having dawdled about on this disgusting planet for three years, I'm assuming 
you've seen rain at some point. You should know the scent of it better than I do, or maybe you 


simply haven't been paying attention for thirty-six months." 


Zim's wing case trembled. Dib jumped. He'd forgotten it was there. Zim was several feet away 
and when his wings were folded they looked a lot like his Pak, until they moved. 


Tak squinted. "What is wrong with your Pak?" 

"I can't come down," Zim repeated, with new intensity. "There's slime. I'm stuck up here!" 

Dib sighed. "I'll catch you. Jump down." 

Zim peered up at the clouds. "No thanks." 

"How did that slime even get on the tree?" 

"Thing did it." 

Dib considered that statement. "You'll need to be more specific." 

"The lab thing. The creature. Why do you think I'm up here at all? I don't like it up here! I'm 
cold! It was going to dismember me!" Zim was shaking now. Dib thought again that he might 
fall out, and prepared to catch him. "It killed that man. [had to run, for my life, and then you 
two-'buhhh, why are you in the treee? We're not in trees, that's duuuumb!' I hate you." He turned 
his face away. 

Tak inspected her gloves. "This is beginning to take up more of my time than is warranted. Zim, 
I suggest you find a way out of that tree if you're cold. If I were you, I'd take my chances with 
Dib." 

Dib held his arms out. 

Zim looked him over. He looked away. "I'm not jumping!" 


Tak shrugged. 


Zim peered at the horizon. His antennae angled upwards. "Eh. What's that?" 


"Don't change the subject, Zim!" 

Zim's antennae stood straight upright. "It's coming back!" 
"Is it?" Tak followed his gaze. "Well, good luck." She headed back towards the ship. 
There was a figure on the horizon. 

Dib looked up. He locked eyes with his case study. 

"Is she gone?" Zim asked. 

"She's in the ship and I really think we should-" 

"Okay. Cover your eyes." 

"What." 

"Cover your eyes and turn around, and I'll come down." 
"You said you were stuck up there!" 


"I can't come down if someone's watching, you fool, and especially not her! So just don't look at 
me!" 


"That doesn't make any sense! And if I'm going to catch you, I have to look anyway!" 


The figure was coming closer in a halting, staggering gait. It had a huge, gaping hole of a mouth. 
It had long claws and dead, dead eyes. 


"That's a new one," Dib said. His voice broke. 

"Will you please just look away?" Zim wailed. "Why is this so DIFFICULT?" 

"Please?! What is wrong with you? You don't say please!" 

Zim pounded his tiny fists on the branch. He looked flushed and bright-eyed. If Dib didn't know 
better he'd think the Irken was on the verge of a tearful outburst. Of course, he had seen Zim 
shed tears on rare occasions so maybe it wasn't out of the question. He did have tear ducts. 

"Do you want to die here?!" Zim demanded. 

"No, but I won't... never mind, fine." Dib put his hands over his eyes. Something started to buzz 
really loudly. Dib yelped and opened his eyes in time to see Zim flutter to the ground in a spiral 


and land on his knees with a thump that seemed too loud for his slight weight. 


"Whoa!" 


Zim was breathing hard and did not reply. Dib looked up past the trees. The test subject was 
much closer now. 


Dib snatched up the alien and ran for the ship. 

Tak had closed and locked the hatch. 

Dib beat his fist on it. "Tak! Tak! Taaak!" 

Five heartbeats later it opened. 

Dib was used to having to climb very quickly into hard-to-access areas while carrying heavy and 
delicate equipment. Getting into the ship with Zim under one arm was easy in comparison, 
especially with the alien clinging so tightly that it would be impossible to drop him. 

Once in the ship, he turned and looked out. 

The monster shuffled up to the opening. It peered into the ship. 

Dib scrambled away. Tak shut the hatch. 

Zim spoke first. "You are smothering me!" 

Dib was holding him so tightly his shell was bending. He relaxed his grip. 

"Man, you're freezing," Dib said. 

"Put me down!" 

Dib did not put him down. Zim would probably run off or do something weird if he was set free. 
It wasn't out of the question to expect that, if he was startled- and he was easy to startle- he 
would instinctively climb something that wasn't meant to be climbed, or even try to fly, ina 
space that was not large enough to accommodate flight, with malformed wings that he had no 
idea how to use correctly. 

Tak was staring at them. "What did you do to your Pak?" 

"What is going on? Why are there monsters everywhere?" Dib screeched. 


Tak pressed her lips into a small dash. She did not instantly answer. 


Zim wriggled around. "That was a killer," he said. "You said! You said they hadn't! You said 
they hadn't made killers! I told you! I told you that was what they were doing!" 


"Shh," Dib said. Zim's hysterics had forced his voice into a loud and painfully shrill tone. "Get 
ahold of yourself!" 


Zim fell quiet. He was wheezing. An asthma attack brought on by stress, Dib guessed. Or maybe 
he was still getting his breath back from a short flight (for lack of a better word) that had seemed 
to take much more effort than it was worth. 


"It appears," Tak said, "that being at odds is not benefiting either of us. If you share what you 
know, and if you keep that THING under control, I might share what I know." 


The "thing" in question was Zim, Dib supposed. "I can consider that, but all of us need food first, 
and my dad needs to go to the hospital." 


Tak folded her arms over her chest. "We'll discuss it." 

"Yeah. Right now." 

She frowned. "Tell me what you know first." 

"You talk first." 

"I thought we weren't going to make deals with Tak," Zim mumbled. 

"Shh," Dib said. "Okay, Tak, you tell me why there are monsters everywhere, I'll tell you 
something we know, and then you can set a course for the hospital, and we'll do something else, 
and we'll go from there." 

"Hmm..." She shifted her weight onto her back foot. 

"Or I'll let him go," Dib said. "And he'll just start wrecking stuff." 

Zim had, at some point, while no one was paying him any attention, rested his head on Dib's 
shoulder. He was limp and clammy to the touch and his pulse was rapid- of course, Irkens were 
small and had a naturally rapid pulse. In any case, he wasn't exactly trying to get away and he 
didn't seem to be raring to sabotage anything. 

"He'll break everything on this ship," Dib said. 

Tak folded her arms over her chest. "I suppose I have nothing to lose, as I can disable you at any 
time. All right. There are several more monsters around. They escaped from the labs. The staff of 
the place are missing. Several have turned up dead." 

Dib opened his mouth and shut it. "Huh," he said. 

"Now offer me something." 


"Well, they tried to kill me and Zim. A few days ago." 


"That's awful. For you. Why did they attack you? Did you attack them?" 


"No, we didn't even know they were back and they just sent bombs after us. Zim's base is 
completely gone. They dug it up.” 


"Hm." She considered this. "That is potentially interesting information... I suppose. All right, 
we'll sit down and discuss things." 


Dib let out a small sigh of relief. 


Tak had no human food on hand, which was to be expected. After some thorough badgering, she 
did pull out some nasty old greasy blob thing for Zim and toss it down on the card table, where 
Dib had dropped him in one of the seats. 


Zim turned his head, staring at the test subject in its tube. Dib prepared for some kind of spasm. 
Instead, Zim stood up, moved his chair so that the back of it was facing the test subject, sat back 
down and starting eating his food blob. 


Phew. 

"I'm going to go see what you've done to Skoodge," Tak said, after doing a quick equipment 
check on the tubes and the control panels in the room. "I've set a course for your father's 
laboratories. I want to check their databases. If you meet my requirements, we'll also drop off 
your father where his people can tend to him. If you don't co-operate to my satisfaction, I'll keep 
him." 

"Sure. We didn't hurt Skoodge," Dib said. 


"T wanted to," Zim mumbled. 


"And you're both extremely trustworthy, I'm sure," Tak said. "I've set all these controls to fatally 
electrocute anyone but me. You're free to test that out if you'd like." 


She left the room. 
Tak had avoided looking at the test subject. Dib avoided looking at it, for that matter. It was 
nasty. It was hard to believe it had really been human. Maybe there was some mix-up, maybe it 


wasn't ever human. 


Zim did not seem to much like the blob thing he'd been given. He ate half of it quickly and then 
picked at the rest and make nasty faces at it. 


"Gaz," Dib said, "she's taking us to a restaurant somewhere after we drop off Dad. Is pizza 
good?" 


Gaz grunted. She was still sitting in the corner. 


Dib looked down at the card table. "Okay then." 


Zim poked at one of the game pieces. "Has Gaz altered my game board?" 


"You were playing with this? Wow! We are in a life or death situation and you were playin’ 
games? Thanks for that." 


"So was Gaz! She's set up a defense here. I know you wouldn't be able to figure it out, don't even 
try." Zim started to move aside the game pieces. 


Gaz opened one eye. "Hey! You're cheating!" 


"I'm not cheating, I play alone! Do not ever touch my board again! Decaying Tooth Hut is for 
ONE player unless you're too stupid to play it by-" 


"It's called what?" Dib interrupted. 
"I didn't name it," Zim snapped. He picked at his food blob. "This is awful." 
"At least you have food. We don't." 


Zim whined and turned to the side, messing with something under the table. Dib ducked his head 
to look. 


There were three slashes across his knee, surrounded by puffy, inflamded flesh. "Did that thing 
get you?" 


"No, it was a Bigfeets," Zim snapped. 
"Wow? Really?" 


"NO! The test subject pursued me to the tree, it just barely reached me, it did this, and now my 
leg is probably going to get infected and rot! What else could possibly have happened?" 


"Oh. Hey, don't get sarcastic at me! It's not my fault that-" 


"Yes, it is!" Zim glared into his eyes for a minute before he turned and pawed at his knee some 
more, biting his lip. 


"Messing with it is gonna make it worse," Dib said. "Do you need a doctor or something?" 
"What I need," Zim huffed, "is for someone to remove these wings before I'm arrested. And to 
go home, and have real food, but you won't cut these off, and my base is gone! And... and..." He 
clutched at his head with both hands. "Oh, no... the byrum!" 

"Do I want to know what-" 

"I spent a year's moneys buying that thing! I had to beg for money on the street to feed it! I, me, 


beg, and, it, it had learned to recognize my superiority and it sat on me and only occasionally 
took a chunk of my flesh-" 


"You had a pet?" 

"It's gone. It was in the base. It's gone." 
"They took your pet?" 

Zim rubbed at his eyes. 


Dib drummed his fingers on the table. "I guess they did take your pet if it was in your base. Well, 
they didn't target your pet... it was a dangerous alien pet, right?" 


"It was no pet! It was a vicious guard monster. I was going to sic it on you." 
"Okay. Well, that's fine then." 
Zim rubbed his temples. "Where is Tak?" 


"I was just thinking," Dib said, "that it's really petty to take someone's pet. And their house. If it 
were anyone else they did it to, that would be really mean." 


One of the various types of dice sitting on the table had pictures on it. Dib picked up one of 
them. One of the pictures on it was of a SIR unit. It had no mouth. Dib wished GIR had no 
mouth. "You wouldn't care no matter who it happened to, I guess. Like, even if horrible things 
don't happen to me, you don't care. That's why I'm better than you." 

Zim's hand appeared on his wrist. "Don't. Touch. My game." 

His eyes were narrowed to thin slits and his voice was flat. For a moment, well, Dib must be 
really tired and hungry enough to be going a little out of touch with reality, because this almost 
seemed like something Gaz would do. 

Dib put down the die. "Isn't all of this someone else's stuff anway? Isn't this Tak's?" 

Zim took the die and stared at it. "Is GIR still out there?" 

"You're not good with pets, Zim!" 

"So, he is?" 

"Yeah." 

"While I was running for my life, you didn't save GIR?" 


Dib blinked. "I don't like GIR." 


Zim rolled the die. It landed on an image of a skull and crossbones. Zim sucked his lower lip into 
his mouth, his eyes going wide. 


"You know," Dib said, "I know you want to keep GIR for whatever reason, but if someone saved 
me over saving GIR I'd be pretty okay with that." 


"Mmh." Zim propped his face in his hands. His eyes glazed over. "You didn't save me either, you 
know." 


Tak came back into the room. "Skoodge is unharmed." 


"I told you," Dib said. "We just used trickery on him! He's not an innocent, you know. He tried 
to attack Zim for no reason." 


"No reason?" Tak said. "So Skoodge hadn't noticed his wing case?" 

Dib raised an eyebrow. "Um... wing... what? That... doesn't make any..." 

"I'm looking right at it," Tak said. 

Zim was dragging one wing. "I thought you were trying to hide those," Dib told him. 

"It hurts. It hit the tree. I think it's broken." 

Tak raised her eyebrows. "I'm weeping for you. On the inside." 

"So," Dib said, "is that a problem?" 

"Yes, it hurts," Zim snapped. "You should amputate it like I asked, before it gets worse!" 
Dib shook his head. "I wasn't talking to you. Are you going to attack him too now? Tak?" 
"Hrm. It's nonstandard and frankly disturbing," Tak said. "However- I'm assuming they're new." 
"Yeah," Dib said. 


"He has thirty days after metamorphosis to have them amputated or try to get them registered 
before he's actually breaking any laws," she said. "But it's very unattractive." 


"I told you to cut 'em off," Zim mumbled. "If you'd just cut 'em off when I told you to cut... 
them... off... then they'd be off.” 


Tak studied him. The contempt on her face faded, and underneath it... Dib didn't know. 
Discomfort? Dread? She seemed to be lost in thought. 


She cleared her throat. "You're covered in filth." 


Zim was smudged with dirt here and there, and had tree-trunk dust ground into his palms and his 
chest and a little bit on his face, too. Dib wouldn't call it filth. Just a little Earth matter. 


Zim wiped his hands on the coat he was wearing, to little effect. 


"Are you a germaphobe too?" Dib asked Tak. 

She cast him a sidelong glance. "The correct term for fear of germs would be microbiophobia. 
Please tell that to every human you know. And no, I don't have microbiophobia. Why did you 
say 'too'?" 


"Zim is terrified of germs." 


"Zim is terrified of what? Zim is a moron," she snapped. "And I won't have him tracking that dirt 
all through my ship!" 


"Do you have a shower or something? He'll probably agree to take one. He doesn't like dirt 
either. I don't know, should you ask him instead of talking about him in front of him like he's a 
rock? Well, now I guess I'm doing it." 

Zim cleared his throat froggily. "What are you talking about?" 

"Never mind," Dib said. 

"I don't want him to use my cleaning facilities, he'll break something," Tak muttered. "Besides. 
This is beside the point. I've made good on my word and I believe I deserve another round of 
information.” 

Dib drummed his fingers on the table. "What do you even want to know?" 


"Everything you know." 


"I made a thorough, public report," Zim said. "And I don't see why I should help you. Why are 
you even here?" 


"I'm here," Tak said, in an even tone that made Dib shudder, "because you failed." 
Zim gnawed on the inside of his cheek. "I failed, mm?" 

"You failed." 

"You have no idea what you are dealing with." 

"I think I have an idea," she said. "I infiltrated them as a scientist. Did you?" 

Zim sucked his lips into his mouth. 

Dib's eyebrows arched. "You did that? Huh. Wow." 


"No," Zim said. "I didn't help them, TAK! If you're so smart, why are you begging Zim for 
intelligence?" 


"I know you mean it in the espionage sense but man, no one needs your intelligence, Zim," Dib 
said. "Am I right? Huh?" 


Gaz quietly left the room. Tak took no notice. She took a few steps closer to Zim and loomed 
over him. "If you think you have something of value to contribute, prove it." 


Zim leaned back, studying her. "I don't have to prove anything," he said, folding his arms over 
his chest. 


Dib ran his tongue over dry lips. If one alien was going to defeat the other, he was rooting for the 
one that had a personal stake in Dib's survival. "Tak, uh, I don't know if it means anything to 
your watrior-military-ish species but Zim did, you know, try really hard and... stuff." That was 
not a good defense. 


"Oh, I see," Tak said. "He tried." 


"Yeah. And I saw him..." Dib glanced over at the alien. "I saw him interrogate people and... 
things. Whereas, I have no proof right now that you really did anything at all!" 


"Did you notice the inconsistencies in his report?" 


"A few of them. I don't think he was lying, though. I mean, most of the inconsistencies were 
about me and not really relevant... Besides, he gets, I don't know... confused. And when we got 
back from General Labs, he was physically depleted and emotionally unstable, and even more 
prone to confusion than usual. So-" 


"I was not," Zim said. He looked at Tak. "I was not. I don't get confused. Both of you are 
slandering me. Is this how you repay me for my service to the Empire? I put my life on the line 
without hesitation, and receive only insult?" 

Tak sneered. "This is instilling me with the deepest of confidence." 

"I know this is easy to forget," Zim said, "but I'm mortal, you know. I could be killed, you know, 
like anyone else. I do not fear death, not Zim, but if I wasn't here anymore, oho!" He wagged one 
forefinger. "You'd notice all the amazing things that go undone. And then you would wish that 


you'd taken the opportunities you had when I was alive to learn from me instead of being too 
petty and envious to-" 


Dib interrupted. "Okay, stop." 
Tak tossed her head. 


"Both of you! Tak! Stop making fun of him!" Dib said. "Man, I can't believe I'm saying this. But 
quit it!" 


Zim's eyes narrowed in suspicion. 


"And you!" Dib said. "Get off your pity pot!" 

"My what?" 

"And Tak! Geez! The longer you stand here and yell at Zim, the longer monsters are everywhere 
and we have no idea where all the scientists went. Am I the only adult in a room full of ancient, 
supposedly superior aliens?" 

Tak held her tongue. 

"Besides," Dib said, "he totally did more stuff than you." 


Tak flicked one antenna. "So this is my fault." 


"This right here? Yes. See, Zim's too stupid to know better. Are you stupid too, Tak? Huh? 
Huh?" 


"I'm not-" 
"Then stop picking at him. It's not getting you anywhere!" 
Tak let out a long, slow, irritated breath. "Fine." 


Zim coughed into his fist. Tak and Dib waited for him to speak, Tak tapping her foot and 
scowling. 


Zim cleared his throat and wiped his hand on his backwards lab coat. He glanced from Tak to 
Dib, saying nothing. Apparently he had really just needed to cough. 


"So." Tak turned to Dib. "He claims he's already told all he knows." 
"Pretty much," Dib said. 
"And his claims of memory loss?" 


"I don't think it was memory loss so much as memories never successfully transferred to long- 
term storage, you see, memory-" 


"Is he lying!" 


"No! He really was sick, okay? He's not faking amnesia. Why are you interrogating me about 
Zim's stupid report? I didn't write it!" 


"She doesn't believe me," Zim said. 


Tak sighed. "So that's really all you've got." 


"She doesn't believe me, but the Dib surely wouldn't lie to her!" When neither of them 
acknowledged Zim's complaint, he sighed and turned away, curling up in his seat with his chin 
resting on the top of the back of the chair. 


Dib laced his fingers together. "That's all he's got. I know they're using werewolves. Do you 
know about werewolves?" 


"I saw no reference to werewolves in their notes," she admitted. "However, there are six 'mind 
control subjects' unaccounted for." 


"Those could be werewolves. The Irken Pak is strong against werewolves. There must be silver 
or something like it in the alloy you guys use.” 


Zim sighed. "It must be nice to have a working repair system." 
Dib glanced at him. "Is that relevant at all?" 


"I was just noticing that your father seems to be repairing nicely." Zim turned away and fiddled 
with a pair of cards on the table. "Even with his metabolic processes slowed to a crawl." 


Dib dragged his eyes over to his father's capsule. There was something protruding from the 
stump of his arm, surrounded by a delicate lattice of red fibers. 


"Wh," Dib said. "Buh, wha, Dad?" 


He walked across the floor, placing his hands on the glass. It was warm. "Dad! What did they do 
to him?" 


"I thought he installed that," Zim said. "It's efficient." 

Tak strolled over and investigated the structure. "For once, I believe Zim may have the right 
idea. As in, this is a repair mechanism. That is cartilage, beginning to form your father's lost arm 
bones. It is so far functioning the way it's supposed to. Who installed it is anyone's guess." 
"What happened to your leg?" Zim said. 

Tak looked over her shoulder. "What?" 


"Your pants are gone." 


More accurately, Tak had one missing pant leg. Dib did not see how this could possibly be 
relevant. He fumbled his way back to the card table and sat down. 


"Never mind that," Tak said. 
"Why not?" Zim looked at her leg. "That scar, it..." 


"Scar? Ha, I don't know what-" 


"It's so even. It looks like..." 


Dib looked at Tak's knee. She was missing some of her left pant leg and one boot. There was a 
scar running around her calf. 


"That's surgical," Zim said. 
"What?" Tak lifted her knee and peered at her leg. "That's nonsense." 
"It does look surgical," Dib said. "Can we go into a different room, by the way?" 


The medical bay was much smaller than the control room. The whole ship was built for short 
little aliens, but that was especially obvious in this room. 


Dib sat on the floor. Zim sat on the little cot that was wedged into the back of the room, perched 
on the edge with his arms wrapped around his body. Tak stood, leaning against the wall with her 
arms folded over her chest. 

None of them had said anything for a few minutes. Tak eventually seemed to decide that no one 
was going to talk at the moment, and now she walked over to some kind of screen thing by the 
wall and powered it up. 

"What's that?" Dib asked. 

"It's a medical scanner. Hm. It looks like Zim analyzed himself before I got here." 

"That? You probably left that there," Zim said. 

"It says 'specimen is an adult male." 
"Don't look at that, that's private!" 


Tak scanned the screen. She swiped it with her fingers. "Interesting!" 


"Stop it!" Zim scrambled over. Tak flung out one arm. Zim struggled around it, unable to force 
his way past. Tak continued to swipe at the screen. "Those are my private medical records!" 


"This is my private medical scanner!" 


If Dib told them they were acting like two-year-olds, they'd just turn on him. "Tak, is something 
wrong with him?" 


"Sadly, no," Tak said. She cleared the screen and sampled the back of her hand. "And I seem to 
be in the peak of health." 


"There's nothing wrong with Zim?" 


"Nothing." 
"He doesn't look good." 


"Does he ever? He's probably feeling side effects from his foolish attempt to metamorphose. He 
deserves to." 


Zim looked from Dib to Tak and back again. "I feel fine," he said. "It's very considerate of you to 
ask, but I'm perfectly fine." 


Dib looked up at the ceiling. "So, my dad... repair... thing..." 

"His arm is growing back," Zim said. 

"But why?" 

"He is a very intelligent scientist," Tak said. "A repair mechanism is a useful thing to have." 
Dib picked at the cuffs of his sleeves. "Zim didn't lie in his report, but I think he forgot a few 
things," he said. "Or maybe he doesn't know them. I don't remember whether or not I held out on 
him." 

He now had Zim's complete attention. 

"Continue," said Tak. 

Dib had been going to say that his dad had developed some of the original technology used by 
General Labs. Now that he thought about it some more, he would not say that. Not yet. He cast 
around for something else Zim didn't know about. "Dwicky-" 

"Yes, Zim reported Dwicky," Tak interrupted. "He's dead." 

Dib stared at Zim. 

"Mmmhmm." Zim picked at his claws. He glanced up. When he saw the look in Dib's eyes he 
frowned. "I didn't kill him. I didn't even recommend he be killed. I said-" He glanced over at 
Tak. A look came over him that Dib had not seen on his face before that he could recall... his 
eyes were bright and his narrow chest puffed out and his mouth stretched out into a thin grimace. 
"T said he should be questioned! Not deaded! Not- made... made dead." He looked back at his 
claws. "Killed. Dead. Dead men don't talk." 

"You wanted him to be tortured?" 


Zim scowled. "I wanted him to be questioned." 


"He's really dead?" 


"Yes. He's been executed. Against my recommendations, he was tracked down on... eh..." He 
glanced at Tak again. 


"Foodcourtia," she supplied. 


Zim made a motion that might have been a shudder, and might have been an attempt not to 
shudder. "Yes, that was it. And he was..." 


"Shot." 
"Yes. " 
"Tn the head." 


Dib noted the thick, sprawling nest of wires connected to the ceiling. They looked like ribbed 
intestines. They were very close to his head. 


"He betrayed the inner workings of Operating Impending Doom II," Tak said. "Of course, he was 
executed. Only a fool would recommend he not be executed." 


Zim and Tak fit neatly into their surroundings, Tak more than Zim, whose legs just barely 
reached the floor from the bed he was sitting on. They would not have reached at all if he were in 
a human bed. 

"Can we get my dad to the hospital?" Dib asked. 

"It's beginning to seem that he doesn't need one," Tak said. 

The ship had a thick chemical odor. It was the smell of Irken. "Are we going to a restaurant?” 

"I, Tak," Zim said, "recommended not destroying the human because-" 


"Shut up!" Dib snapped. 


"I second that," Tak said. "He was a security risk. What about 'security risk' and exposed us to a 
rival species do you not understand?" 


Zim sputtered and drew back, folding his arms over his chest. 


Dib took off his shoe and threw it. It hit Tak in the head. She rounded on him. "What are you 
doing, you human pig?" 


"Will you just bring me and my sister to a restaurant!" 


Her eyes narrowed and she pulled back. "I could take that act of violence as a nullification of our 
agreement." 


"I could call this off because you're such a pain in the butt!" 


Something tingled at the back of Dib's neck. He turned. Gaz stood in the doorway. 
She spoke. "You said you'd do anything." 

"T'm sorry, Gaz," Dib said, "this is taking a little-" 

"Not you." Gaz put her hands on her hips. "You." 

Zim glanced from Dib to Tak and then at Gaz. "Me?" 

"You said you'd do anything." 

Zim looked over one shoulder and then back to Gaz, blinking. "When?" 

"You know when." 

"No I don't." 

Gaz remained impassive. 


Zim shrugged. His wings shifted against each other and he winced. "If I did say that, and I did 
NOT! What would the little Gaz require?" 


"Revenge." 

"Ha! I-" Zim shut his mouth, pulling back. "Revenge? On who?" 
"First, on those scientists." 

Zim frowned. "But that's what I asked you for." 


So, he did know what this was about. When was this? What had he asked Gaz for? Dib's jaw 
clenched. 


"That's," Gaz said, "why I'm saying yes to your stupid deal." 
"But if you're going to do it anyway why should I-" 

"You can fly now, right?" 

"What?" 

"You have wings, so you can fly." 


Zim looked at Dib with his eyebrows raised. Dib had nothing to say. Zim turned back to Gaz. 
"No I can't!" 


"When I'm ready," Gaz said, "I'll come for you. And then I'm going to cash in. And if you 
haven't learned to fly, you'll regret it." 


"But I-" Zim cast a pleading look at Dib and saw immediately that no help was forthcoming. He 
looked away and partially unfurled his wings. "Look," he hissed, "they're not good, okay? 
Whatever's going on in that terrifying pig brain of yours, you should forget it!" 

"You said anything," Gaz told him. 

"I meant anything possible!" 

"But you said anything." She turned her attention to Tak. "I want a burger!" 

"I'm not going to-" Tak started. 

"I programmed your ship to self-destruct in half an hour." Gaz left the room. 


"Huh, well," Dib said. He turned to Tak. "You should listen to her!" 


"That's nonsense, I just checked those systems," said Tak, "and they're booby-trapped,” but she 
hurried out of the room. 


That left Zim and Dib. 

Dib pushed his glasses up his nose, scowling. "When did you make a pact with Gaz?" 
"What does she need me for? She has full access to your spaceship!" 

Dib's hands clenched into fists. "Why did you make a pact with Gaz?!" 


"T didn't make a pact with her! She said no! Now she wants me to fly? I can't fly, is this a cruel 
joke? Does she know what she's dealing with?" 


"Are you going to do what she wants? Huh?" 

Zim rocked back and forth, twisting his antennae back and forth. "I told you I can't fly!" 
"I saw you fly!" 

"I fell out of the tree! What do you want from me?" 


Dib began to pace back and forth. "It was while you were alone with her, wasn't it? I knew I 
shouldn't have left you alone with her!" 


"Dib-" Zim popped to his feet. He blanched, wobbled and grabbed onto the edge of the cot. 


"Stay away from my family!" 


Zim moaned. He got down on his hands and knees and crawled underneath the cot. 

Dib stomped his foot. "Get out here and face me like a man, Zim!" 

"No!" Zim flopped down on the floor. "I didn't touch a hair on your stinky family's heads and I'm 
tired of being persecuted! I'm staying right in this spot until further notice! Now get away from 
me!" 

"Fine! Who needs you?" 

Dib stomped down to the control room. He found Gaz sitting at the card table. 

"He's cheating," Gaz said, moving game pieces around. 

"Zim is a jerk. He's not going to play the game with you," Dib told her. 

Gaz glared up from under her bangs. "I don't like cheating." 

"What did he ask you for, Gaz?" 

"Revenge." 

"Of course, he did. He's evil. Don't do anything he says!" 

"I want revenge, Dib." 

Dib shook his head. There was too much to think about. He didn't know where to start, and 
though he was used to skipping meals in favor of investigation, he was starting to feel clammy 
and his head was pounding. It had been too long. He didn't know how long, exactly. There were 
no clocks on the ship. 

"Where's Tak?" 

Gaz shrugged. 


Dib checked the room with Skoodge and all the screens. Tak was in there. "We'll be at the 
restaurant in fifteen minutes," she said when he entered. She was doing something to the screens. 


"What are you doing?" Dib asked. 

"I'm trying to find the security breach." The screens began to flip over from empty hallways to 
views of the ship. Dib saw a view from the back of himself and Tak, Gaz playing her game on 
the card table in the room he'd just left, Skoodge sitting in a pile of trash in the cargo bay. 


Zim in the medical bay. 


Tak swiveled her chair around. "I seem to remember that our deal included you preventing him 
from ruining my ship." 


"He's not ruining anything," Dib said. He doubted Tak would be sympathetic if he said 'I'm sick 
of looking at him’. 


"He is touching everything." 
Zim had opened a cabinet and was looking inside it. 


"He's not doing much," Dib said. "And what about the restaurant? Am I supposed to take him 
there with me? I'm not taking him with me." 


Zim grabbed a bottle of pills out of the cabinet and took two of them. 


"He's not doing much," Dib said again, rather lamely. He searched for his prior anger and did not 
find it. 


Tak gestured at the screen. "He just stole medicine." 

"He's injured..." 

Tak raised her eyebrows but said nothing. 

"T just don't think that really counts as stealing,” Dib told her. 

Zim closed the cabinet. He dragged the medical scanner in front of the door. 
"What's that, then?" Tak asked. 


"A barricade? That's where the monster showed up earlier. He's probably anxious." Dib had left 
him alone, after all. And that was only fair, obviously. 


Zim crawled under the cot. A slight thump came over the speakers as he flopped down on the 
floor, and Dib realized how quiet the ship had gotten. 


Dib sat down in the corner of the room. He felt weak. "Are we going somewhere that serves 
meat?" 


"MacMeatie's." 


"Perfect." 


The ship had become quiet. 


Zim was very still. He could hear only his own breathing and the faintest of rustling noises that 
seemed to be coming from his wings shifting against each other as his chest moved up and down. 


Why did he no longer hear the distant yammering of the Dib? 


Monsters? Tak? A suddenly belligerent Skoodge? Any of those things and more could have 
casually ended the Dib while Zim was just huddling here. 


While Dib had been disrespectful and certainly did not deserve anything from Zim, someone was 
going to need to be the bigger person here, and it would not be the smelly human pig. Dib had 
proven that he was stupid and could not be trusted to keep himself alive, so if Zim did not want 
his greatest rival to be casually offed before he stopped being useful, Zim was going to have to 
keep an eye on the little wretch. 


Zim got to his feet, moving stiffly- he seemed to have developed some kind of wing-moving 
muscles somewhere in his back and his chest and since the tree incident they were sore, probably 
because they had never been used before. Maybe he'd always had them and had never had cause 
to notice they were there. It didn't matter. They ached now. 

He moved aside the cabinet that had been blocking the door and staggered into the adjoining 
room. Gaz, Dib and Tak were not in evidence. The test subject was still there. Zim met its eyes 
and looked away, fiddling with the hem of his coat. 


He hastened into the control room. Tak was there, looking at a bank of screens. Skoodge stood 
with his hands against the force field, watching her. 


Zim remembered that he was still smudged with dirt. He had tried to clean some of it by licking 
his thumb and rubbing the smudges but that had mostly just pushed the dirt around. He 
straightened the hem of the backwards coat he was wearing but that didn't help. Oh well. 


"Zim," Tak said, not turning to look at him. "Do you want something?" 


Skoodge turned to look at him. "Oh, man, it's worse than I thought," he said. "Look at him! 
Permission to speak, Tak!" 


Zim sputtered. "You don't need her permission, she's not even supposed to be here!" 
"Permission to speak granted to Skoodge," Tak said. 

"I submit that you should be in here away from the contagion!" Skoodge said. 
"There's no contagion, you were tricked," Tak said. 

"But look at Zim!" 


"Zim's recent physical changes, though disturbing, are a function of his poor choices and 
exposure to chemicals that have activated processes that should have remained dormant." 


Zim's squeedly-spooch flipped. What did that mean? Had this happened because of something on 
Earth? The thought of Earth twisting him into a new, tainted form was unbearable. 


Tak was still speaking. "If you were wondering, Skoodge, no- you cannot 'catch' his 
metamorphosis." 


"Huh," said Skoodge. 


"And if you could," Tak said, "I can't help but notice that his discarded cocoon seems to be in 
there with you. Zim's germs are all over it." 


Skoodge yelped. 

"Where is Dib?" Zim asked. 

"Your pet humans are off feeding themselves," Tak said. "They'll be back shortly. I haven't 
murdered them and ditched the bodies anywhere, obviously." She laughed at her own joke. Zim 
did not laugh. 

Tak leaned back in her chair, curling one antenna around her finger and smirking. "May I ask, 
why do you care? You've had ample time to kill these humans and you clearly have not. Why are 
you keeping them around?" 

Zim folded his arms over his chest. "They're useful." 

"Really. You seem to think a lot of humans are useful." 

"T only think three of 'em are useful. It was four, but one of them was executed, you know, just as 
if [hadn't said anything, I guess my recommendation got lost somewhere, I might as well have 


saved my limited breath." 


"That's still three more humans than I'd choose to keep around, but I suppose we have different 
methods." 


"I suppose so. What are the screens for?" They no longer showed abandoned horror traps and 
dead bodies. "Are those views of this ship?" 


"They are." 

There was a view of the medical bay. "You were spying on Zim!" 

"You weren't doing anything interesting." 

Uninteresting? He was Zim. He planted his hands on his hips. "Then what are you doing?" 
"I'm monitoring the ship for security reasons." 


"Security? You mean... to see if any more monsters have broken in?" He worried at a splintered 
claw on his left hand. It was sore. 


Skoodge's antennae twitched. "Monsters? When was there a monster?" 


"It's nothing, Skoodge," said Tak. 

"You're not monitoring the maintenance level," Zim observed. 
"What maintenance level?" 

"The basement." 


Tak frowned at him. She turned and punched in a code. A screen that had been displaying static 
lit up with a view of the tangled maintenance equipment in the lower level. 


Something was moving in there. 
Tak turned her head. "Zim," she said with brittle cheer. "I understand that your horrible mutant 
limbs are probably difficult to control but if they contact my body again I will rip them out and 


shove them down your throat!" 


Zim found that he was leaning forward and his wings had partially unfolded, and his shell was 
touching Tak's arm. He pulled away. 


"That," he said, pointing at the screen. "What's that?" 
"Hmm. I don't know. I suppose someone should go check." 
She didn't make any motion to get up. 


Zim's chest felt tight. He pressed on it. "Has this ship been upgraded? There's a security system, 
right? Tell it to destroy that thing." 


"This ship doesn't have that kind of system." 
"Hey, what's going on?" Skoodge asked. "What are you looking at?" 
Both Zim and Tak turned to look at him. 


"Why," Tak said, "it's probably nothing but someone should go look. I'm occupied with this at 
the moment. Perhaps you, Skoodge..." 


"Skoodge?" Zim sputtered. "You can't send Skoodge! He'll be destroyed instantly!" 
"Hmm. Thanks for volunteering." Tak turned back to her console. 

Zim's antennae flipped up. "M... me? No!" 

"Well, one of you has to do it." 


"You do it!" 


Tak shrugged. "Why won't you do it? You seem to think you're better at this than I am." 


Zim had a brief mental picture of himself as a bundle of toothpicks held together with old gum. 
He shook himself. His wings rattled against each other. 


Skoodge snapped his fingers. "The girl from The Ring! That's what you look like!" 


Zim chose not to respond. He took a few steps closer to Tak, his hands balling up by his chest- 
his heart was alarmingly active. "I'm not going. You can't make me go down there!" 


She turned towards him, raising an eyebrow. "I wasn't about to physically force you. Is there a 
reason for this outburst?" 


"Outburst? I just-" A gray sheet flickered over his vision and he grabbed the edge of the control 
deck, bracing himself against the impending rush of lightheadedness. 


Tak got to her feet and backed away. Zim took deep breaths and felt... he wouldn't say ‘better', 
but less likely to faint. 


"There is something wrong with you, isn't there?" Tak asked. 
"It's nothing." 


"It can't be serious or it would have been on the medical scanner. Nevertheless... if you feel at all 
inclined to leak bodily fluids or go into hysterics, leave the room first." 


"Sure," Zim grumbled, sitting down on the floor. 


Tak leaned back, tapping her fingers together. "So, I take it, it didn't occur to you to check the 
memory drive in your Pak..." 


"What? When?" 
"When you couldn't remember pertinent information for your report." 
"I checked it yesterday. It's fine." 


Tak leaned forward, squinting at him. "What. Why didn't you say something? Did you look at 
those memories?" 


"Yes, I saw them doing tests on me. Boring." Zim turned away, fanning out the wings on his left 
side and peering at them. He had not actually taken a good look at them before. They were 
transparent as glass, with little veins running through them and crease lines where they could be 
folded. 


He watched the pulsing of his own candy-colored blood for a moment before the world got fuzzy 
again and he packed his wings back out of sight. 


Tak and Skoodge were being rather quiet. 

What was with them? People usually only looked at Zim that way when he was holding a 
charged weapon. He looked down at his arms. He was quite smudged. If either Tak or Skoodge 
had showed up looking like this he would not have allowed them inside his base. He cleared his 
throat. 

"Well?" Zim demanded. "What about the intruder on your ship?" 


Tak turned and looked back at the screens. "That does need to be dealt with." 


Skoodge saluted. "I really think I should stay here! I think it's safest in here! Sir! You should 
come in here too! Zim, I think you're fine out there!" 


Zim's throat was dry. "Skoodge, don't be ridiculous." Not that it wasn't probably safer in there 
behind the field. "What are you afraid of? Huh?" 


"Well, you might still be contaminated," Skoodge offered. 
Zim looked over at Tak. "No, I'm not. I'm no different, you know." 
Tak tilted her head, considering him. "You aren't, hm? Do you feel different?" 


"That's a stupid question and no I don't feel different. Skoodge, get out here so I can show you 
how normal and Zim I am!" Zim brandished a fist. 


Tak got up. "All right, look." She turned off the force field. Skoodge backed up. "Skoodge, get 
out here. Zim, can you stand?" 


"Yes," he spat. 

"Then we'll all go." 

"Look at them, Gaz," Dib muttered, drumming his fingers on the sticky table. "They don't have 
the slightest clue that they live in a world of monsters and aliens and evil science. And do you 
know what they'd say if we tried to tell them?" 

"Shut up, Dib," Gaz said. 

"Exactl-" 

"I said, shut up." 

Dib wadded up his empty burger wrapper into a ball. The burger had seemed kind of overcooked 


and gross, but it was good to have food. "It was good thinking, Gaz, learning to pilot her ship! I 
guess you did that while I was in that force field, huh? Um, is that why you didn't let me out?" 


Gaz said nothing. Dib ate a fry. Gaz continued to say nothing. Dib decided to try another 
question. "What did Zim ask you to do? Why did he promise you anything?" Zim had never 
promised Dib anything. Zim only made threats. 

Gaz's nose wrinkled. "Why do you care so much about what he does?" 


"Huh? I'm asking because of you! He can't just talk to you like that! You're my sister!" 


Gaz shrugged. "He said I killed the guy at the last lab and he wanted me to kill the guy at this 
one. I said no, but then they went after Dad, so now I'm going to-" 


"Gaz! What are you saying?" They were getting weird glances from the other customers. "You 
can't- you can't just kill a guy, Gaz!" 


She shrugged and took a sip of her milkshake. 

"You can't," Dib repeated. "You can't just kill a guy, Gaz, what are you saying?" 
"You kill stuff." 

"I don't kill people! I never killed people! This is people!" 

"You want to kill Zim." 

"He's not a person!" 

"He acts like one. Just like a stupid person." 


Dib slammed his hand down on the table. "You said you hated him!" Although the fact that Gaz 
thought Zim acted human didn't mean she didn't hate him, now that he thought about it. 


Gaz's eyes popped open. "I didn't say that, Dib, you don't listen! What I said is that all you do is 
chase your stupid paranormal stuff and now your stupid paranormal stuff hurt Dad. And now you 


think this is about Zim. He only comes to our house because he wants to see you, Dib. You." 


Dib sputtered. "But I have to do all that stuff! It's for the fate of the world! I'm saving the world, 
Gaz! Don't you want the world to stay the world?" 


"It's annoying!" 

"But Gaz! Look, the labs aren't even paranormal and- and- Gaz, it's the fate of the world!" 
"What do you care about more, Dib, me or the stupid world? The stupid world?!" 

Dib's mouth hung open. 


Gaz grunted and sipped her shake. 


"But Gaz, it's... isn't the whole world more important that one person? Or even three people?" 
"I'm done talking." She turned away. 

Dib rubbed his temples. "Gaz, will you just tell me one thing?" 

"No." 

"Why did you tell Zim to learn to fly?" 

A smirk crept onto her face. "He said he'd do anything. But he can't do anything." 

"You told him to fly because you know he can't fly? That's it?" 

"He can't do anything. He just can't." 

"I think Zim knows he can't really do anything." 

"Then why did he say he'd do anything?" 


"I don't know. He was desperate. No one tells a little girl to do their killing for them who isn't a 
sad excuse for a sentient being to begin with." 


"He shouldn't have lied to me, Dib." 
"I guess not." 


Zim hung back behind Skoodge and Tak. They seemed quite willing to keep some distance 
between him and them. That was just fine. 


They had reached the trap door that led to the maintenance level. Tak squatted down and placed 
her palm on the scanner. Zim heard her swallow. 


The trap door opened, a dark circle set into the floor. Tak slipped inside. Skoodge followed. 
Zim cracked his knuckles. He seemed to have been abruptly forgotten. 

He could walk away. 

He couldn't really walk away. He was Invader ZIM, wasn't he? 

He climbed down the ladder. 


The maintenance level was a gray tangle of machinery. Zim ducked behind a large conduit and 
peered out behind it at Skoodge and Tak. Both of them were hunting through piles of cables. 


He felt vibrations running through the conduit and through the concrete floor. They felt good 
running through his aching joints. 


There was a familiar, disgusting scent in the room, buried under all the metal and rubber. Zim 
could almost place it- 


"Oh, slime me, it's just a squirrel!" Tak cursed. A gray shape flitted off through the room. Tak 
and Skoodge took off after it on their Pak legs. 


A squirrel! It was only a squirrel. He tried to chuckle at that but it got stuck in his throat. 
Well, they seemed to have that under control. Zim glanced over his shoulder at the ladder. 
A metallic crash rang through the room. He jumped. 

"Oh, come on!" Tak snapped. 

Skoodge and Tak seemed to have gotten their Pak extensions tangled together. Zim giggled. 


"You shut up, you pennated freak!" Tak snarled, tugging backwards. Her legs squealed against 
the metal of Skoodge's legs. 


"Hold on, Tak, I've got this!" Skoodge said. He did something with his Pak and somehow 
managed to hit Tak in the head. 


"Ugh!" 
"Sorry, sir!" 
"Good luck with that!" Zim said. Tak growled. 


The squirrel had to have come in somehow. Zim cast about and found a cold air current. He 
followed it to a jagged hole in the floor. Below it he could see dry, dead grass. 


Zim studied the edges of the hole. The creature that had entered Tak's ship had not had the 
massive claws of the one from the forest. He wondered if it could have made the hole through 


simply bludgeoning the wall of the ship with its fists. 


Zim backed away. If he felt faint again, he did not want to fall out and crack his head open on the 
parking lot. 


He looked over his shoulder. Tak and Skoodge seemed to have broken apart. They were going 
after the squirrel again, keeping more distance between them this time. 


The hole needed to be fixed. Zim glanced around and saw no sign of a repair kit or anything of 
the kind. 


An unexpected voice- "What's that?" 


Zim popped to his feet. Skoodge pulled away. "Put those back!" 


Zim had, uh, unfurled. He folded his wing case, looking away. 
"You need to get that fixed!" 

"I know!" Zim shook his head. 

"Where did this hole in the floor come from?" 


"I don't know. Tak is lucky nothing fell out of it before. All of this machinery is vital to the 
operation of..." Zim trailed off. 


Skoodge had just pulled a large bank of machinery away from the wall. He shoved it over to 
cover the hole. "There!" he said. 


Zim sighed. "Well, I don't know what that was, I suppose it might not be important." He rolled 
his shoulders. 


"Hyah!" Tak screamed. "Stop it! It's going into- aaargh!" 
The squirrel had bounded up the ladder. Tak climbed up after it. 


Zim studied the bank of machinery that had been uprooted. He didn't remember what it did and it 
wasn't labeled, or anything like that. 


He heard the hatch swing closed. He turned. Skoodge had followed Tak out of the basement. 


Zim was still for a minute. He heard the soft hum of the surrounding machinery. Something 
beeping. Something whirring... 


Something moving? 
No, he was mistaken. Nothing had moved, right? 
"Wait! Wait for me!" He scrambled for the ladder. 


They were sitting next to a trash can. Dib tried to throw his wrapper into it and missed by about a 
foot. Gaz neatly flipped her wrapper into the can without opening her eyes. 


"We should get back to the ship," Dib said. 
Gaz shrugged. 
Dib swallowed. "Gaz, do you think Tak might have killed him?" 


She opened one eye. "Zim? No." 


"It seemed like she might want to." And Dib had left him alone with her. He'd been mad at Zim. 
He hadn't even told Zim they were leaving... 


Gaz's face had no expression. "If he were dead, we'd know." 
"We'd know?" Dib's eyebrows creased. "You know, sometimes I think... I would know. But..." 
Gaz stood up and headed for the exit. Dib followed. 


Tak's ship was a bit of a walk from here. Dib slunk down the sidewalk after his sister. It was 
getting dark. How long ago had the werewolf attack at the house been? It seemed like weeks. 


"This is all Zim's fault," Dib muttered. 


Gaz glared over his shoulder. "You didn't have to help him, Dib. You and your stupid head 
wanted to investigate. And now, here we are." 


"You didn't have to let me help him either." 

Her eyes narrowed. "So now it's my fault." 

Dib backpedaled. "It's no one's fault. It's the lab's fault." 
Gaz grunted. 

"They blew up our house, you know." 

"Yeah. I'm going to destroy them." 

Dib shook his head. "That's dangerous, Gaz." 

She snorted. 

They were passing a gas station. Dib slowed down. 
"What now?" she said. 


"It might be a while before we're free again!" Dib said. He turned towards the gas station. "We 
should stock up." 


Gaz considered this. "Yeah." 
"Yeah'? Not 'shut up’? Just 'yeah'? That was a first. 


Dib was probably being unfair. 


"Wait, wait!" 


He turned the corner. Skoodge was standing there staring at him. Tak had cornered the squirrel at 
the end of the hall. It was skewered on one of her Pak implements; the smell was intense. 


"Oh, that is filthy," she snapped. 
"What are we waiting for?" Skoodge asked. 


"Uh..." Zim took a step backwards. The smell of the animal's dead innards wasn't helping him 
keep a level head. "Did you have to do that to it?" 


Tak rolled her eyes. "Do you not approve of killing rodents now, Zim?" 

He didn't trust himself to open his mouth. 

Tak looked down at the splat on the floor. "Although I suppose there is a bit of a stench." 
Zim averted his eyes. 

Tak scraped her leg against the floor. "Skoodge, why don't you start cleaning this?" 
"Maybe you could do it! Sir!" Skooge offered. 

Both of them turned and looked at Zim. 


Zim backed up, turned and left the hallway. His head spun and he doubled over, propping his 
hands on his knees. His skin felt clammy and breathing was difficult. 


He heard footsteps behind him. Tak smelled clean and healthy. Zim was made aware of his own 
sour, anxious sweat and the traces of test-subject mucus that still clung to his knee. 


She said nothing for a very long minute. He leaned against the wall. 
She spoke when he did not. "Is there a problem?" 

"Aren't those humans back yet?" His voice sounded shrill and whiny. 
"They aren't." 


Zim shook himself and returned to an upright position, seperating his wings slightly. It helped 
him keep his balance. "If there are no further squirrel issues I'm going back to the medical bay." 


"I thought Dib was attempting to pull off some kind of poorly thought-out deception earlier, but 
there really is something wrong with you, isn't there?" 


"Well, I'm not needed here." Zim turned and tried to march away but he was still feeling 
unsteady and could only shuffle. Tak kept pace with him easily. 


"Let me make this clear," she said. "There would not be a single tear shed in the whole Irken 
Empire if you were to drop dead right now." 


Zim had nothing to say to that. 


"However," Tak continued, "if you are hiding a scientific alteration of your body that is relevant 
to the current investigation, that counts as treas-" 


"Leave me alone!" They had reached the door to the medical bay. "I have hidden nothing! I have 
betrayed no one! You're just jealous that I'm an Invader and you're not!" 


Zim opened the door. Tak had not replied. He turned to view her face. It was hard to read. 


She shook her head. He shut the door and tugged the cabinet back in front of it. He crawled 
under the cot, unable to repress a long, whining moan though he knew Tak was probably still 
within earshot. There was a fuzzy unfocused aching throughout his body. It seemed to settle a bit 
in the joints and his scarred shoulder and the roots of his wings and percolate through 
everywhere else like static. 


Why wasn't Dib back yet? 


Dib stood in the middle of the field and looked up at the darkening gray sky. The handles of the 
plastic bags from the convenience store cut into his arms. Stupid invisible ship. Tak could be a 
million lightyears away, and they would never know. 


He heard a metal grinding noise. A circle of light appeared on the grass a few inches in front of 
him. Okay, that must be from the open hatch. She had actually kept her word. 


Dib turned. "Gaz, will you take these bags while I..." Her face indicated that she would not. 
"Okay, never mind." He reached up and felt along the ship's surface for the open hatch. Finding 
it, he hauled himself up inside. 


Tak was sitting at the computer bank. Most of the screens were turned off except for one that he 
could not see because Tak was blocking it, and one that was spying on Zim in the medical bay. 
Zim was curled up underneath the cot, more or less exactly how he had been left. He was lying 
on his side with his back to the camera. 


"What's in the bags?" Tak asked. Gaz pulled herself up into the ship beside Dib and the hatch 
closed. 


"Food, water, sleeping bags and a change of clothes," Dib replied. "You can check for weapons 
if you're concerned." 


Tak shrugged. "I am not concerned about you. I am tired of watching Zim do nothing. Please go 
supervise him so I don't have to look at him anymore." 


"He's blocked the door," Dib pointed out. "There's a cabinet in front of it." 


Tak groaned and shook her head. "Then tell him to unblock it." 
"Fine." 
Gaz headed into the control room. 


"What are you looking at?" Dib asked Tak. She seemed to be shielding one of the screens with 
her body. 


"That is none of your concern. Go supervise Zim." 


Dib peered at the camera feed. "He's not even doing anything. I... wait..." Zim was shivering. 
"All right. I'll supervise him." 


Dib dragged his bags toward the medical bay. On the way he passed Gaz and Skoodge- they 
were at the card table, staring at that stupid game. 


Dib knocked on the door to the med bay. "Zim!" There was no answer at first. He repeated it. 
"Dib?" Zim's voice was tremulous. "You're back?" 


"Yeah. Can you move the cabinet away from the door? My arms are killing me. I got some stuff. 
Including stuff for you, you ungrateful little creep." 


"Yes... just a minute..." Zim moaned, with a whiny edge that implied Dib was supposed to hear 
the moan. There was a scraping sound of the barrier being moved and the door opened. 


Zim did look a little worse than he had when Dib had left the ship. He was also pouting. 
"Deteriorated, huh?" Dib sighed, brushing past Zim and dumping the bags on the floor. 
Zim sat down on the floor. "Where were you? Why didn't you tell me you were leaving?" 
"We were mad at each other." 

Zim's face went blank. "You were angry with me?" 

"Yes! Don't you remember?" 

"You feared my wrath?" 

"We were arguing about Gaz. Are you losing memories now?" 


Zim tilted his head quizzically. "I remember. You told me to stay away from her. You always 
say that! Why would you abandon Zim over something so stupid?" 


"You- I was really mad at you! And I had to go get food." 


"Okay." Zim was quiet. "Don't do it again." 

Dib rolled his eyes. "You can't tell me what to do." 

"Dib, if you want to survive this nonsense, do not leave this ship without me again." 
"Stop threatening me. It's old." 

"Yes, yes. I'm not threatening you this time." 


Dib shook his head. He took the sleeping bags out first and set them up by the wall. Zim watched 
with disinterest. 


"Gaz and I might be here a while and we'll have to sleep eventually," Dib explained. 
"Mim." 


Dib took out the food and made a little pile in the corner. "Shoot," he said. "All of this is 
microwave food. There's no microwave!" 


Zim rubbed at his eyes. 


Dib picked up a package of Easy Mac and threw it back down on the ground. "This is terrible. 
Everything is terrible!" He sighed. 


"You know how I was going to let you go in there first?" Zim said. 
"What?" 

"You were going to clear out the test subjects." 

"Oh. Man, that was forever ago. I forgot about that." 

"Well, I'm not going to let you do it now," Zim said. 


"That's okay, I'm pretty sure everyone worth saving ran away or is dead." Dib sighed. "Do you 
think we could have saved them if we got here sooner?" 


"IT don't know." 
"I guess when I say 'we' I mean 'me'. You weren't going to save anyone." 
Zim rubbed his eyes some more. 


Dib took the change of clothes out of the bag and folded it neatly, placing it on the floor. He 
heard quick footsteps in the hall. He turned. Tak threw open the door. Zim recoiled. 


"The engine won't start!" she snapped. "One of you must have done something!" 


"I didn't do anything," Dib said. "I just got back." 

"Skoodge broke something," Zim said. 

Tak glared. "Skoodge broke something?" 

"Yeah." 

"Skoodge did it, did he?" 

"Yeah, he did something in the basement. I tried to stop him, but he wouldn't listen." 


"Of course. Skoodge did it. And you're completely innocent. You ruined Operation Impending 
Doom, in two minutes, after years of careful planning, but you didn't lay a finger on my ship." 


Zim tilted his head and reached up to scratch at the tip of an antenna. "Yes, it was definitely 
Skoodge. Didn't listen. I told him. Didn't listen." 


Tak growled. She left without another word. 
"So. Anything interesting happen while I was gone?" Dib asked. 


"A squirrel got in and Skoodge broke some equipment." Zim stretched out his wings and re- 
folded them. "The squirrel is gone." 


Dib shrugged. That didn't sound too relevant. "What was that she said about Operation 
Impending Doom?" 


"Oh, that was a long time ago." 
"But what was it?" 


Zim shrugged. "None of your concern." He pulled his knees in towards his chest and hugged 
himself loosely. His eyes were vacant. 


"Do you really think there's something weird about Gaz?" Dib said. 

"Hm?" 

"Gaz." 

Zim shuddered at the sound of her name. It was a real shudder, not a fake shudder. 


Dib nodded. "All right. You seem pretty convinced that your horrible allegations are true, so I'll 
let them slide. For now. But don't slander her anymore!" 


"Whatever." 


The door opened again. "It's going to take some time to repair this," Tak spat. "You destroyed a 
large amount of navigation equipment, and underneath the wreckage is a big hole in the wall of 
the ship!" 


"Oh yeah," Zim said. "Skoodge broke that thing because he was blocking that hole. Mmhmm. 
Skoodge." 


Tak's lips compressed and her eyes got wide. 

"What are we going to do after you repair it?" Dib asked. 

She stomped her foot. "We are heading straight back to General Labs and we are going to finish 
this! Then I'm going to dump you and your little pet off of my ship before you can ruin anything 
else!" 

Dib had nothing to say to that. "Oh." 

"Is that a problem?" 

"No, not at all. Good luck fixing the ship." 

"I took my eyes off you for two minutes!" Tak snapped, rounding on Zim. 

"It- was- Skoodge!" Zim whined. "If I'd destroyed it, there would be no repairing the ship!" 
Tak turned on her heel and stomped away. 

Dib rolled out his sleeping bag. 

"How can you sleep at a time like this?" Zim asked him. "Are you... are you really that stupid?" 
"I don't really want to go into that death trap tired." Dib was noticing a decrease in alertness 
consistent with sleep deprivation and he needed to be as alert as possible. He was also finding it 
hard to concentrate. "That, and I don't really want to talk to any of you aliens any more. It's 
annoying." He stuck his legs in the sleeping bag. "You should try to rest too. Maybe you'll feel 
better." 

Zim shook his head. "I might dream," he said, and frowned. 

"That bad, huh?" 

Zim shook his head, glowering. He probably had not meant to say that, at least, not so bluntly. 


Dib crawled down into the sleeping bag. "Why does Tak keep her ship so cold?" 


"The heater is probably broken. This model of ship was old when I was a child," Zim grumbled. 
Dib heard the distinct plastic wooshing noise of someone rustling through the shopping bags. 


"Oh yeah," Dib said, "I got you some moist towelettes for that dirt and stuff. And, you know, I 
am right here, I know you're messing with my stuff, if you were wondering." 


He heard paper tearing as Zim opened the towelette packets. 


' 


Dib took off his glasses, folded them and put them down on the floor. "Don't break my glasses,’ 
he said. 


"Mim. Ww 


"Zim? There's probably some sedatives in here. Maybe if you had something, you could sleep 
without-" 


"No! I'm not taking any sedatives." There was alarm in his voice. 

Dib blinked at the fuzzy ceiling. It looked like a big pink blob, since without his glasses he 
couldn't differentiate the individual cables that covered everything. "You know... I know you 
either genuinely don't remember those things, or you're upset and don't want to discuss them. But 
Tak thinks you're a spy or something. Maybe you could just admit that being reminded of those 
situations causes you emotional distress, and-" 


"No! Are you insane? I can't tell her that!" 


It occurred to Dib that Tak was likely still monitoring them, and she had now already indirectly 
been told that. "Okay. Forget I said anything." 


Zim was breathing heavily. "Have you lost your mind? I can't just walk up to Tak and tell her I'm 
withholding important information because talking about it is distressing!" 


"Okay, fine. You're not upset." 


He heard something hit the floor. "Of course, I'm upset!" Zim hissed in what he possibly thought 
was a whisper. "I'm extremely upset. Are you satisfied now? Is that good enough for you, Dib?" 


"No " 


"No?" He was no longer pretending to whisper. Quite the opposite. "What else do you want from 
me?" 


Dib rubbed at his eyes. "I mean- I wasn't trying to get a confession, or whatever you thought I 
was doing." 


"You weren't? This isn't one of your little games?" 


"Aren't you the one who plays the evil mind games? Most of the time I just try to physically hurt 


W 


you. 


Zim snorted. "My distress doesn't please you? You're not going to revel in the misery of your 
greatest enemy?" 


"No! This has been very stressful. I wish you were okay." 

"What?" 

Dib wadded up the fabric his sleeping bag between his hands. "I don't like dealing with you 
when you're like this and I don't like watching you limp around feeling sorry for yourself. And I 
really hate having to take care of your worthless, insectoid, filthy, filthy little space... space... 
creature... hide." 

"Bh?" 

Dib rolled onto his side. "I wish you'd just get better already." 


Zim stepped closer. Dib burrowed down inside the sleeping bag. 


He heard a small, soft noise, like a light creature sitting down on the floor. Right next to Dib's 
head. 


"Did you do something?" Zim said, his voice obviously coming from a spot right next to Dib's 
head. 


Zim wasn't one for close contact. He'd leave on his own if Dib didn't antagonize him. "Like 
what?" Dib said. 


"I don't know. I kind of... feel better, I guess. Maybe." 
"I didn't do anything. You saw me just lying here. What did you think I did?" 
"I don't know. Magic?" 


"I'm not innately magic and I don't have any talismans on me. Well. I have this one in my pocket. 
It's supposed to repel werewolves. So much for that." 


"Well, I should have known. You're horrible at magics." 
"You don't know anything about magic." 
"I know you're bad at it!" 


Zim was suddenly loud and giddy. Dib wondered for a moment if he had done something, and 
dismissed the idea. "I'm going to sleep, Zim." 


"Uh huh." 


"You have to be quiet for me to do that." 


"T see." 


Zim was quiet for a moment. Dib found himself becoming drowsy even though he was on an 
alien spaceship with three vicious aliens. 


Hm. Now that he thought about it, maybe a nap wasn't the best idea after all. 


Zim scuffled against the floor. Dib glanced over and saw the alien getting to his feet. "If Tak 
came in here," he asked, "would you beat her up, by any chance?" 


"Don't be stupid!" Zim said. "This situation is serious!" 


Dib huffed. "I am being serious!" He lowered his voice "If Tak came in here, would you 
neutralize the threat?" 


"Oh. That. No, I would not 'beat her up’, Dib." 
"Oh." 
"T still feel weak." 


Dib turned away, finding a comfortable position. "I brought you some sugar packets from 
MacMeatie's. Maybe some food will help." 


Zim rustled around in the plastic bags. "Tak is a nusiance, not a threat. I don't see why I should 
attack her." His voice had dropped to a musing tone. He was talking to himself even though Dib 


was right there. Rude. "Maybe later." 


He seemed to have brightened up quite a bit. Dib nibbled on the inside of his cheek. "Zim, has 
anyone expressed a desire for you to be healthy before?" 


"Oh, lots of times." The tone was one Dib would classify as 'dismissive'. "I'm an important tool. 
An arm of the mighty Irken Empire." 


"You say that a lot. Who told you you're so important?" Dib had yet to hear any Irken call Zim 
important, or special, or anything of the kind. 


Zim reacted as if he hadn't heard. "What is your plan, Dib?" 
"You know I don't have a plan! What's your plan?" 

Zim sputtered, clearly at a loss for a reply. 

Dib kept talking. "You don't have parents, right?" 

Zim sounded bemused. "No." 


"No siblings?" 


"No." 

"No cousins? Aunts? Uncles?" 

"How would I have those things if I have no parents or siblings?" 

"Does your kind mate?" 

"Do we... what?" 

Dib shrugged. "I'm just gathering information." 

"I was grown from an artifically inseminated egg cell, if that's what you're asking." 
"Huh. Does that mean you have biological parents?" 


Zim was quiet for a minute. Dib peeked over and saw him kneeling on the floor. Dib thought he 
was kneeling, anyway, he was pretty blurry. 


"I might... of a sort..." 

"Do you know who they are?" 

"No." 

"Do you want to know?" 

"Not particularly!" 

"Do you have..." This suddenly seemed like an awkward question. 

"Do [have what?" 

Dib glanced up at the fuzzy blob ceiling. "Do you have clone children?" 

"No!" He sounded offended. 

"Hm." 

Zim began rustling through the bags again. "If you cannot imagine me without relatives, 
Skoodge and I were grown from the same line. We're more genetically similar than myself and 
Tak. I guess." 

"What? Then Skoodge is your cousin or something?" 


Dib tried to imagine Zim with a family member. He could not. He supposed he had known the 
answers to his questions would all be along the lines of- 


"No! [have no cousins! Genes mean nothing!" 


Dib shrugged. He lay back down. "I was just thinking, that would actually explain why you hate 
him but you let him live in your house." 


"I have no relatives! I live only for the Empire!" 
"Then you can't really understand why I get so angry when you insult my family." 


Zim made a long, dismissive 'henh' sound. "And if you're going by genes, he would be a sibling, 
not a cousin." He made a gagging noise. "Skoodge is not my brother! That's disgusting!" 


"You brought it up, you know." 

"Can you imagine?" 

"Why did you bring it up then?" 

Zim hesitated for a moment. "The Almighty Tallest were from the same line as well." 


Dib considered this. "But they're tall. And you're tiny. And Skoodge is, you know, not leadership 
material. I guess Irkens really don't have family." 


Zim seemed to be out of smart remarks. 

Dib considered what had been said. "What about GIR?" he mused. 
"What about him?" 

"Why do you want him back so much? Does he even do anything?" 
"Why do you care?" 

"Why do I care?" Dib repeated to himself. 


He was trying to form a psychological profile of a creature that may or may not conform to 
human psychology. He didn't know if Zim even really had feelings. He didn't know if... 


Maybe Dib was just too tired, because he had a crazy idea. "Zim?" 
"Eh?" 

"Do you have feelings?" 

"Do Ihave what?" 


Dib had known asking him outright was a bad idea. "Do you have, you know. Emotions. Happy, 
sad, mad..." 


"What the dirt?" Zim walked over and kicked Dib's sternum though the sleeping bag. 
Dib curled up. "Hey!" 


It wasn't a hard or painful kick. From the context, Dib would describe it as a kick of confusion. 
Did Irkens kick people out of confusion? 


"What kind of question is that?" Zim demanded. "Why are you asking me that?" 

Dib sat up. "It's a real question! How should I know if-" 

"How is that a real question?" Zim tugged on his antennae with both hands. "Of course I have-" 
He groaned. "Is this a joke, Dib? It's not funny." He sat back down on the floor, picking up one 
of the packets and ripping it open. He tipped back his head and dumped the contents into his 
mouth. It must be one of the sugar packets. His movements had a slightly frantic quality. Or 


maybe it just looked that way because he was blurry. 


"So does that mean you do have emotions, or you don't have them and this is another 'stupid 
human' thing, or?..." 


Zim exhaled slowly. "This mission has been so very long," he muttered. 
"Will you just answer the question?" 


Moving faster than Dib could have anticipated, Zim jumped on him. Dib flopped onto his back, 
blinking up at the slight, bony weight on his chest. 


"Do you see this murderous rage I'm attacking you with?" Zim grabbed Dib's collar and shook 
him a little. "Do you see it?" 


"Yeah! Okay! You have feelings! Geez!" 


Zim hopped back off onto the floor. His wings were all fluffed up. "Stop asking me questions or 
you'll see a more murderous example, where I kill you for real!" 


"Okay." Dib blinked. He sat up and put his glasses back on. "Fine." 


Dib supposed he had seen the murderous rage thing before. Why had Dib not believed it before? 
He'd believed it on some level, he supposed. He'd long accepted that Irkens could be in some 
kind of distress. It was just different to hear Zim himself confirm that he felt emotions. 


"So then..." Dib said, glancing back up at the ceiling, seeing it clearly now in all of its worm- 
nest-looking glory. "Do you assign emotional importance to things? Are you attached to GIR? Is 
that why you still have him even though he sucks? Do you-" 


He stopped at hearing a weak sigh. He looked over to see Zim kneeling on the floor with his 
hands over his face. 


"T'll ask later," Dib said. 
Tak set the last part into place. She straightened up and glanced around the room. Still empty. 


She sat down cross-legged on the floor, squinting at the leg that had been severed. Her Pak's 
memory drive had clearly shown a scientist sawing it off and carrying it away. 


She shuddered. 


She wasn't going to retrieve it sitting here, or find out what it had been used for. She headed for 
the ladder. 


As her fingers contacted the metal, she heard a sound. She froze. She turned. 
A small beetle sat on the floor. It wiggled its antennae. Tak had heard its wings buzzing. 


Tak shook her head. She stomped the beetle flat before returning to the control room. 


Chapter Thirteen: 


Gaz felt the ship's engines stop. They must be there. Better finish up. 
She reached across the board and ripped Skoodge's last card in half. 


Skoodge looked down at the torn paper scraps in his hands. "How did you even learn to play this 
game?" 


"I figured it out." 

"Just today? But you won." 

"Yeah." Gaz opened one eye. "That's how I play." Plus, Skoodge was a terrible strategist. 
Skoodge frowned. 

Gaz heard clacking footsteps approaching. Tak spoke. "We're there." 

"Yeah, I know." Gaz stood up. "Let's go." 

Tak drew back slightly, raising an eyebrow. "And your brother? 

"What about him?" 


"You don't want him along for reinforcements?" 


Gaz snorted. "I don't need reinforcements." And if she had needed them, Dib would not have 
been her choice anyway. 


Tak looked from her to Skoodge. "I see. Neither do I. Skoodge, stay here." 
Skoodge shrugged. "Okay." He began to reset the game. "That place is creepy anyway." 


The ship was cold, the floor was cold, the top of the cot was cold, he was cold. When he lay on 
his side he put pressure on his shell and when he lay on his belly the floor was cold and made his 
insides cold, and by the time the heat of his body warmed up the floor, he got tired of being in 
one position and rolled onto his side, and put pressure on his shell and the folded wings 
underneath it. 


Dib was snoring just a few feet away. 


Zim rested his chin on the floor. He could wake Dib, but then he would have to listen to Dib. The 
boy would be displeased and would make noise. 


He tried to wriggle into a more comfortable position and the tips of his antennae brushed the 
wire frame underside of the cot he was laying under. The unexpected contact with the cold metal 


sent a shiver down his spine. He crawled out from under the cot. 


Dib was still snoring. Zim cuffed him in the side of the head. Dib jolted awake. "Unh, wha? 
Gaz? You're not Gaz!" 


"You're wasting valuable time, we have a mission!" 

Dib turned to blink at him, squinting with uncorrected eyes. "You smell funny." 

"You smell of rotting pig dookie!" 

"I'm serious!" 

"I'm also serious! You make me sick!" 

"No, but, you smell kind of... kind of bitter. And... sour, I guess. I mean bitter like... how soap 
tastes. Not bitter as in your personality which is also bitter, and sour, too, when I think about it, 


but this is different, it's really weird, I mean-" 


"Are you going to do something or are you going to sit there and sniff me?" Zim smelled awful 
because he felt awful. He shouldn't have to explain something so basic. 


Although, didn't humans have crippled senses of smell? Zim had investigated into the matter one 
day after becoming curious as to how humans were able to decipher their extremely pungent 
odors. He had discovered that the main human sense was sight, followed by hearing, followed 
by... not much else. 


Zim's sense of smell wasn't always worth much on Earth either. Everything smelled too strongly 
and he often found that either he couldn't make sense of it or he tried to make sense of it and just 
wound up feeling sick from overexposure. 

Dib sat up and put his glasses on. "Are we there?" 

Zim shrugged. 

"Why did you wake me up?" 

"We should prepare." 

Dib scrunched up his nose. "Why do you smell like that, though?" 

"That's none of your business!" 


"Is it a disease thing?" 


"No, it's-" Dib was probably smelling his fear. Zim would not tell him that. "I'm not going to tell 
you! Stop it!" 


"Fine." Dib reached up and scratched behind his ear. "You know, I just remembered something." 
"What?" 

"When caterpillars are metamorphosing into butterflies, they melt!" 

"Eh?" They didn't melt. They turned into butterflies, not goo. 


"They melt into goo and reform themselves. The caterpillar melts, the goo shapes itself into a 
butterly. It's a real thing." 


Zim's shoulders bunched up. "Why would you tell me that? Why?" 

Dib frowned slightly. "I thought it was cool." 

"It's horrible! Don't volunteer anything else!" Zim's voice was louder than intended. 
"Sheesh. Sorry. You probably didn't even melt, I just thought it was cool." 

Dib stood up, scowling. He left the room. Zim heard him speaking with Skoodge. 
"Did you know caterpillars melt?" Dib said. 

"Sure!" Skoodge replied. "It takes barely any heat at all! It's disgusting!" 


"Wow! Never mind! Wow!" 


"Why, were you referring to something else?" 

Zim crossed his arms tightly across his chest, gripping each shoulder with the opposite hand. 
"Never mind," Dib said. "Where's Gaz? She was right here." 

"Oh, she left." 

"What?" 

"She and Tak. They went to that creepy place." Really? Maybe they would take care of the 
problem before Zim even had to do anything. "I'm playing Tooth Hut. Ask Zim if he wants to 
play. He usually doesn't, though." 

Dib ran back in. He looked pale. 

"Tell him I don't want to play right now," Zim told him. Or ever, with Skoodge. 

"Gaz left." 

"Yes," 

Dib's eyebrows furrowed. "Did you know about this?" 

"Yes." Wait. That probably wasn't what Dib meant. "No. I mean, I overheard. Just now." Zim 
drummed his fingers on the floor. "I thought she was still here. She went of her own free will! I 
haven't talked to her." 


"You didn't just keep it from me?" 


The last thing Zim needed was more undeserved vicious invective from Dib. "No! I was right 
here, okay?" 


"I have to go after her. I have to save her!" 

Gaz likely didn't need saving. In fact, she might well have an easier time of things if Dib didn't 
go floundering in after her. But Dib wouldn't believe that, especially not coming from Zim. He 
might as well not even try anymore. 

"And what about me?" he asked instead. 

Dib's eyes narrowed. "What about you?" 


"What do you want from me?" 


"I-" Dib blinked. "My sister is in trouble, and I'm going to help her. What you do is up to you." 


On one hand, Dib would be in grave danger on his own. On the other hand, Zim was not feeling 
up to his usual standards of excellence and might not be much use in a physical fight- not right 
now. But what was the alternative? Lying useless on the floor for hours while Dib went off and 
got killed? By some worthless third party? 

He got to his feet. "Fine. Let's get this over with." He stumbled and waved his arms for balance. 
"Fine! I'm fine! I'm okay!" His head was a little tippy. He was still for a moment, letting it 
stabilize. 

"Are you sure about that? You can stay here, you know." 


"I'm fine! See? All better. I've never felt so amazingly well as I do right this moment. Let's go." 
He hurried past Dib into the hall. 


"Hey so," Dib said. "If you fell over backwards would you get stuck?" 
"What?" 


"You know, how beetles get-" Zim felt his face drain of color. Dib sighed and turned to him, 
grabbing Zim's shoulders tightly. "It was a joke. Calm down!" 


Dib didn't seem calm. Besides, he didn't understand. Zim probably could get stuck on his back... 
while fleeing from something horrible... what kind of end would that be for an Invader? 


"This is no time for jokes," he said, smacking Dib's hands away. "And never. Touch me!" 
Dib dared to roll his eyes. The nerve of him. "Fine." 


"Fine." He turned away and marched towards the hatch. 


Zim kneeled at the edge of the open hatch. 
Dib peered up at him from the ground below. "Why are you up there? It's barely any drop." 
Zim said nothing. 


"Okay," Dib said. "My sister could be bleeding to death right now, you know. I'm kind of in a 
hurry!" 


Zim kind of could not move. "I'm judging the distance," he said. 


"IT'S SIX FEET!" Dib reached up and touched the edge of the hatch. "I'm five feet tall, I can 
touch the ship, it's not that far, I've seen you fall out of a third story window and be perfectly 
fine, you will be fine, just jump!" 


Zim tossed his head. "Do not rush me! I am an ancient alien warrior and the one thing standing 
between you and-" 


"GET DOWN HERE!" 

Zim flinched. He lowered himself out of the hatch and hung by his arms. 
Dib snapped his fingers. "Just drop, you big whiner! Just let go." 

"Um." 

"Oh, geez! Are you afraid you'll land on your back and get stuck?" 

Zim shuddered. "No! Preposterous!" 


"Okay, look. I will catch you." Dib spread his arms. "There. Now it's like, two inches. Just let 


" 


go. 


Zim let go, or, to be more accurate, his aching arms could not support his weight anymore. He 
collided with Dib's chest. Dib yelped and dumped him on the ground. 


"Ow!" Zim rubbed a jolted wrist. "You said you'd catch me!" And he'd believed him... that was 
probably a mistake. Well, Zim was exhausted and he shouldn't have to do everything himself for 
once! 

Dib was rubbing his own arm and scowling. "Your Pak shocked me!" 

"What? It did not!" 

"Your wings opened and your Pak zapped me and I know you did it on purpose!" 

"I didn't do anything to you!" Zim was on his back. He blinked up at the colorless sky. "You 
coerced me into falling so you could throw me!" As for the wing thing... he'd been falling. There 
was an uprush of air. His mind knew he could not use that force of rushing air, but his meat body 
was as yet unconvinced. 

"I did not do that!" 

"I didn't shock you!" 

"Fine. Maybe it was an accident." 

Zim would have known if his Pak was emitting shocks. For one thing, he had conscious control 
of his Pak, for another, he would feel the shocks, because his Pak was attached to him. He had 


not shocked the Dib. 


Dib walked over and stared down at him. "I didn't think that would really happen. You getting 
stuck on your back like that." 


Zim found that he could roll forward onto his feet by shifting his shell and bending his waist 
slightly at the same time. It was a very simple motion. He got up. 


"Oh, so it's totally fine," Dib said. "I'm kind of disappointed and I'm not sure why!" 
"Stop talking." Zim turned away. 

"I would have helped you up." 

"Just like you caught me." Zim could trust no one. No one but- 

He gasped. "GIR!" 

"Oh, no!" Dib snapped. "Oh no, Zim! We are not going to go get your stupid robot!" 


Zim looked around. They were in the middle of an open field. "Where's the road? Where's the 
car? Where's GIR?" 


"My sister is in danger! My flesh and blood, real life sister! We're not putting her life at risk one 
moment longer because of your stupid-" Zim saw trees on the horizon. They'd been in the trees 
before. He headed for the trees. "Zim, come back!" 


No way! 


The terrain was uneven and Zim's legs were sore. His gait was unsteady but soon the road 
appeared out of the gloom. He stopped and peered to the left and to the right. 


There was the overturned car. And there was GIR, lying on the ground. 


Zim knelt beside him on the cold dirt. His whole body felt so weak and shaky. He wondered if he 
should warn Dib that he might become faint. 


No, better not. Dib might truly mean well, but he was only a human pig after all, and he'd shown 
where his priorities lay. (Zim did not come first.) 


Dib could already tell something was wrong anyway. Saying something about it would provide 
the human with an excuse to leave him behind, and it would make him look snively, too. 


He lifted GIR in his arms. The small SIR unit felt heavier than usual. 


And Dib had caught up with him. The human glared down at him. "Can't you leave him in the 
car?" 


"No," Zim said. "I'm taking him back to the ship. Don't try and stop me." 
"Fine. I'm going on without you." 


No, he wasn't. Zim had the directions to the building in his Pak. Dib didn't. He didn't even have a 
Pak. 


Sure enough, when he returned, slightly winded, from transporting GIR back to the ship and 
tossing him up into it through the open hatch, Dib was standing on the road looking lost. 


"This way," Zim told him. 

Dib shoved his hands in his pockets and glowered. 

"Isn't there anyone to get revenge on in here?" 

Tak did not look back at the girl. "They may all be dead, you know." 

Gaz grunted. 

Tak tried the next door she came to. Most of the doors in the place were locked. This one opened 
and she saw a room full of computers, with one human slumped on the floor, presumably an ex- 
technician of some kind. "Ah, yes, you see, there's another one that's dead," she pointed out, 
trying to ignore the creeping feeling on her back. 

Gaz grunted again. 

Tak turned to address the human girl. "I have business to conduct in this room. Your vengeance 
is not my concern and I do not plan to be distracted by it. 1am going to go take the files from 
these computers and I don't care what you do." 

"Whatever." 

Tak headed into the room. She'd never understood the big deal about vengeance anyway. 

There were some dark shapes up ahead on the road. Zim slowed to a stop. Dib halted beside him. 
"Let's go back," Zim said with a suddenly very dry mouth. 

"No." Dib didn't even have the decency to sound frightened. 

"No?" 

Dib was drawing closer to the silhouettes up ahead. Zim's feet were rooted to the ground. 

"Hey." Dib reached up a hand to one of the shapes, which leaned forward. It had a long muzzle 
and a shaggy neck. One of those hairy humanoids that had broken into Dib's house. One of those 
things that given Zim a bad concussion and broken GIR's casing- Dib was only a weak human. 


"Get away from there, you fool!" Why was he touching it? "What are you doing?" 


"Calm down, it's fine." Dib looked into the eyes of the nearest monster. "Hey, there. It's not the 
full moon. You shouldn't be like this. What's going on?" 


"Dib-" He stopped. Dib wasn't going to see sense. Why bother anymore? "It is not fine, that thing 
tried to eat you," he said anyway. "Yesterday. It tried to eat you!" 


"She's not a thing, she's a werewolf! And she's a completely different one from the one at my 
house. And look, she's got a collar," Dib said. "Like the one they put on you, back at the labs. 


And the one at my house had one too. I bet these collars have them trapped in wolf shape!" 


Zim tried to say something nasty and emitted a noise like a creaking floorboard instead. Dib 
reached for the collar and snatched his hand away, yelping. "It shocked me!" 


"Get away from it! It probably wants to eat you!" Because that was always what those things 
wanted to do. Had Dib lost his mind? 


The thing Dib had touched whined and wagged its tail. Dib turned on his heel. "Hey! Zim! Your 
Pak did the same thing and you insisted it hadn't. Maybe you can take off the collar." 


Zim was quiet for a moment while he convinced himself that Dib had really said that. "I'm not 
going to try to do that!" There were trees all around and there was a good breeze. Zim could get 
away easily if he needed to. By climbing, of course. 

Dib couldn't, though. He was large and heavy and could not... climb. 

"Come on, just try it!" Dib was saying. "They're trapped and miserable!" 

"Compassion? From Dib? Don't make me laugh!" 


Dib bent down and put his big meaty hands around Zim's waist, swooping him up into the air. 


"No!" Zim's wings snapped out at his sides, ramming into Dib's arms to no apparent effect. "Put 
me down!" 


"Just try this," Dib said, carrying him over to the nearest monster. He held Zim out to it. It 
sniffed Zim's face as he cringed away, pressing his shell tightly over his Pak. 


He yelped. 

"It's okay," Dib said. "They won't hurt you." 

"Wha- won't hurt me? It's okay? It's not okay! Put me DOWN!" Zim wriggled against Dib's 
steely hands. The beast men looked on impassively. "You're not Dib! Something's replaced your 


brain waves!" 


"Geez! What's your problem? I was just trying to get you to take off the collar! Okay, fine, will 
you do it if I tell you they'll eat you if you don't? Huh? Will that make you happy?" 


The hackles rose on every one of the monsters. 


Dib's hands were unyielding. Zim thought of the crawling worms that humans impaled on hooks 
and dangled in the water and how if they were held up they would struggle fruitlessly, suspended 
above the dirt. Forever. To no avail. 


He swallowed. He reached for the nearest monster's collar. It wasn't attacking, and he had few 
other options. 


The collar came off easily. The monster backed away. It began to shrink. It turned into a small, 
grayish, hairy human, which turned and ran away without a second glance. 


Zim blinked. "She's a feral!" Dib breathed. 

lt 

"Oh, they transform. They're werewolves, you know." 
"Okay..." 

"Now help the others." 


There were six werewolves total. Zim removed each collar and every creature fled into the 
woods without a backwards glance. 


"Yeah," Dib breathed as the last one left. "Live free." 


Zim felt limp. He wanted Dib to set him down but thought his knees might buckle if Dib did that. 
"Dib... why?" 


"Huh?" 

"Why did you want me do to that?" 

"Oh, you know..." Dib said vaguely. "The pack..." 
"What? Pak?" 


"You're an alien, you don't need to be thinking about these things." Dib set him down on the 
ground. He managed not to fall over. 


"But." Zim had his own methods of finding things out, if the human was truly witholding 
something for strategic reasons- but Dib's manner was strange. 


"Hey. What if there are still some scientists around? Those collars put the werewolves under the 
lab's control! Now, they're not under control because the collars are gone! They're short six 
wolves! In fact, wasn't all the wolves? Tak said six mind control subjects. I bet that was them." 


"I suppose that makes sense." Why hadn't Dib just said that to begin with, then? Usually, Zim 
would have assumed the human was just being stupid or difficut, but... 


"Of course it's true! Let's go, we have to save Gaz." 


The file transfer was complete. Tak now had everything from this particular database stored in 
her Pak. 


It would be easier to find things if she used the computer, but only if she knew what she was 
looking for and how to find it. For the most part, she didn't. 


She tried a quick search for her own name. Her severed leg was somewhere in this building. She 
had hoped not to leave it here, but it was probably a bit much to expect that there would be some 
list of helpful instructions on how to retrieve it just sitting here waiting for her. 


There was nothing so convenient as a file labeled ‘location of Tak's ' but there were files on her. 
They had her official Irken database entry. Her skin prickled. Zim had said that they could hack 
into and retrieve Irken files but she hadn't quite believed it. Here was proof. 


There was another file, a text file labeled only with a string of numbers. Why had this turned up? 
She opened it. 


Transcript of interview with deceit-disabled Irken. 

I: You're awake. How do you feel right now? 

Irken: Sick. 

1: What do you mean by 'sick'? 

Irken: My head aches... I feel weak. I can't breathe. 

1: Are you carrying a communicable disease? 

Irken: Influenza. 

Why had he spoken freely with them? What was this? This hadn't been in Zim's report. The 
transcript said 'deceit-disabled'’. What did that mean? Had Zim been mentally altered through all 
of this? 

It was not particularly of interest to her to give him the benefit of the doubt, but she had a hard 
time believing that the Zim she knew would willingly share his physical weaknesses, and he was 
not lucid enough to make up fake, misleading weaknesses. And while she was of the opinion that 
she was, overall, physically and mentally stronger than Zim, she needed to take into account that 


if his mental state could be so thoroughly altered, something of the kind could be done to her, 
though maybe not to the same degree. 


Whether she personally thought much of the man, it took some grit to survive alone on a toxic 
enemy planet for so long. He wasn't a pushover, and if they had done something to cause him to 
willingly relinquish this information, it was something powerful. 


She scrolled down, scanning through a lot of nonsense small-talk. It was nonsense to her, 
anyway. The human interrogator's choice of words implied that he had some agenda, but she 
couldn't infer what it was. 

Zim wasn't identified by the humans by name in the transcript, but he mentioned his horrible SIR 
unit, of which as far as Tak knew only one model existed. The GIR unit had been a failed 
prototype, of a line that had been publicly discontinued due to homicidal tendencies, which Zim 
apparently didn't know because... he'd been living under a rock at the time, maybe. She had no 
idea. 

Oh, and here was a line in which Zim identified himself by name for no apparent reason. 

Yes, this was definitely him. 


Tak frowned as she reached a section that appeared relevant. 


Irken: You're one of them. You're doing things that... I really never thought anyone would 
actually do, I mean, it's so... I thought of it, you know. 


1: Did you. 
Irken: Once. A really long time ago. 
Zim had not reported anything like that. How convenient that he had forgotten. 


She scanned through more useless material, until she reached a segment where Zim had been 
asked about his capacity for independent thought. 


Irken: I do it all the time. Most Invaders do. I'm an Invader. Incidentally, I'd be very interested in 
hearing where you've gotten all this information. You can't have gotten it yourself, you're a 
human. You're working with someone, aren't you? Is it Tak? A Vortian rebel? 

He had mentioned her name? In the same breath as a Vortian rebel? She was going to harm him. 
1: Are you typical of your species? 


Irken: [laughter] No. Invaders are the elite. And, of course, I'm extra elite. 


1: Do you know any other Irkens who are like yourself? Who are the most intelligent Irkens you 
know? 


Irken: [stammers in apparent attempt to resist deceit disabler] Tak. Tak is smart! Sh-she almost 
beat me! But she's horrible! 


Tak read that again a few times to convince herself of what Zim had said. 


Had this file been falsified? How? Why? So, she would read it? Why would they want her to 
read this? Wasn't it more likely that he had said it? How could they even anticipate that she'd 
find it and read it? 

Why had he said it, then? 


1: Where is Tak now? 


Irken: In space- somewhere! She might have gone into hyper sleep! [gags] The Tallest are 
probably ss-smart. They're s-sooo tall. 


Tak had known he was hiding something. She'd known it. But... it was about her... she had never 
dreamed her name could possibly come into this... what reason had he possibly had to say her 


name? Given who he was, she would not have expected him to even remember who she was. 


Oh, and right after bringing her up he'd committed high treason. No wonder he'd 'forgotten' about 
this exchange. 


1: What kind of weaponry does the Armada have ? 

Irken: They have- What? I'm not telling you that! 

1: You will. What kind of weaponry? 

Irken: I'm not authorized to know that. And even if I was I wouldn't- 


He certainly wasn't authorized. Tak didn't know how the Armada was equipped. As Zim wasn't 
even registered as a legitimate Irken citizen anymore, he was below Tak's level of clearance. 


1: You're not authorized. Do you know it anyway? 

Irken: Of course, I do. I know everything. I make it my business to know. 

No. He wouldn't dare. He couldn't even know. It was none of his business. He shouldn't be 
making things his business when they weren't his business and he was too incompetent to be 
trusted with them. 

1: What kind of weapons? 

Irken: Nn-nn. 

The power level of the deceit disabler was increased here. 

Irken: F-18 war-grade missiles, enough to atomize a small planet. 


No. 


1: How many? 


Irken: Seventeen on the Massive and three on every other ship! There are also lasers, a 
configuration of forty arranged in a semicircle on the Massive and twelve on the other ships- 
there are four plasma shooters on every ship, including the Massive. The pilots are the best 
alive. They're drilled every day. Sometimes twice a day. I tried out once but they didn't take me. 
I-I guess they needed me elsewhere. 

1: How fast could the Armada get here from their current position? 


Irken: They're six weeks away right now, and their current course is taking them farther, not 
nearer. 


The interview was concluded here. 
Tak realized her mouth was hanging open. 


She shook her head. Her neck prickled. She looked behind her. She was alone. Gaz had 
wandered off. That was the least of Tak's concerns at the moment. 


Never mind Zim's treason for a moment- he had never mentioned the Armada before the human 
brought it up. So how had the human known about it? From a previous conversation, or some 


other source? She shuddered. 


A check of the room revealed nothing else that was useful. She smashed the computer so that no 
enemy could possibly make use of it, and she left the room. 


The barbed wire fence loomed up out of the grayness. 


"There wasn't a fence before," Dib mused. "Maybe we scared them! Maybe they don't want us 
back." 


If they didn't want visitors, that fence would hardly be the only defence they had built. Zim felt a 
nervous flutter in his belly. 


The gate swung open, making rusty metal noises. Zim inspected it. It had not been forced open- 
an unlocked padlock hung from it. 


The padlock could be attached to either side of the fence. It was on the wrong side. "It was 
locked from the outside." 


"Hm?" 
Zim's voice rose in pitch. "It was LOCKED from the OUTSIDE." 


"Calm down." 


"I'm calm. I'm perfectly calm!" His shoulder was aching. The sky was dark and gray. His skin 
prickled in anticipation of the falling pain. "Why would I be calm? I'm in pain, it's going to rain, 
I'll be in more pain-" 


"Zim, stop! Just- just stop. We'll go in, we'll get Gaz, we'll go back to the ship and get you some 
aspirin. It'll be fine." 


Zim swallowed. 

"As for the lock, Tak's in there. She probably unlocked the gate." Dib glanced over the signs on 
the fence. Zim looked at them and looked away when they seemed unhelpful. He wasn't worried 
about the gate not being locked, anyway. Dumb human... 

The new building had the appearance of a large warehouse. Zim scoffed to himself. "They've lost 
their technology. Obviously, nothing to be concerned about." He shouldn't have lost control in 
front of his sworn enemy like that. It wouldn't happen again. He was lucky it wasn't a good time 
for Dib to take advantage of his weakness. Well, he had a grip on things now. 

Dib stepped forward and opened the door. Zim headed inside. There was a smell of damp and 
cold and concrete, and dirt, and rubber and metal, and coppery human blood, and something else, 
something familiar and twisty and cold and "I can't! I can't go back! I can't do it!" 


"Yes, you can! Go on in there! It's not so bad, look, it's just a warehouse!" 


"No!" He turned back and ran straight into Dib's legs. Dib reached down and took hold of his 
forearms. 


"It's fine! Just suck it up!" 

"I wish I'd never come here!" Dib's grip tightened. He was pinned down. Stuck to the floor. 

"It's just a building. Zim-" He tried to pull away, but Dib's grip was too firm. "Get a hold of 
yourself! Be the disgusting alien monster you are! I need that Zim right now, not the one with a 
capacity for human emotion!" His hands moved from Zim's forearms to the sides of Zim's head. 
"But, L.." Dib reeked of sour sweat. "You... you're afraid!" 

"Maybe I am! And I'm not screaming and trying to run away, am I, Zim?" 

That... could not be denied. "I was just..." He trailed off. "I was... t... testing you." Dib knew it 
wasn't a test, and he never forgot anything. Zim reached up for Dib's wrists. "Don't... don't ever 
touch me again." 


"Are you mad at me now? Huh?" 


"Get your filthy hands away from my face!" 


Dib pulled his hands away. "Are you going to be stable now?" 

Zim shuddered and turned away. "Gaz!" he screeched. "Get out here!" 

"We don't know where she is! You-" 

Zim increased his volume. "Gaz!" He stomped his foot. "RIGHT THIS MINUTE!" 

No sound answered him but his own harsh breathing. 

"She must be pretty far in," Dib said. 

Zim tried to reach back to motion him away and accidentally elbowed himself in the shell. "Ow!" 
He waited for Dib to laugh. Dib did not laugh. "Do you think she's still alive?" 

"Of course, she's alive." 


They were standing at the end of a long, dark, concrete hallway, in front of a long line of doors. 
A form was crumpled at the end of the hall. 


Dib swallowed. Zim approached the corpse. Some unfamiliar female human. He began to look 
through her pockets. 


"Get away!" Dib snapped. "Get away from her!" 

Zim's hand closed on something flat and plasticy. "She has an access card." 

"Get your hands off of her, you sick inhuman vulture!" 

Zim pulled out the access card. "I am not going to be trapped here again!" 

What was the big deal, anyway? Zim wasn't trying to take the woman's entrails or anything. She 
wasn't going to get any more dead if he touched her. And Dib had just told him to be an inhuman 
monster. Just ten seconds ago. Unless Zim was mistaken about what Dib viewed as monstrous 
behavior, the boy was already contradicting himself. 


"You will not desecrate human corpses!" Dib was yammering. 


"Yeah, sure." Zim looked at the available doors. Two were open. One had been flattened from 
the other side, the other was simply open. 


Dib followed his gaze. "Are those others locked?" 
Two were visibly bolted. One had boards nailed over it. Another had a missing doorknob. The 


others looked normal. Dib tried each one. All but one was locked; the unlocked door opened onto 
a janitor's closet. 


"Nothing good in here," Dib said, upon inspecting its contents. "So. Two doors. Do you think we 
should split up?" 


"No ! " 

"Er, okay then. Which door?" 

They had equal chances of being awful and fruitless. "You pick." 

Dib walked from one of the open doors to the other. "Hmm. They both smell funny." He peered 
into one dark, empty stairway. "This one doesn't look promising, but neither does the other one." 
He walked over and looked into the other door. "Hm, and this one-" He backed away. 
"Something's coming!" 

Zim stumbled backwards, his chest squeezing. Dib held his hands up in front of his face. 

Tak appeared out of the dark stairway. She recoiled. "When did you get here?" 

"Just..." Dib gulped. "Just now. Where's Gaz? What have you done with her?" 

"She's not here?" Zim ran over and looked behind Tak. Nobody. "Oh, you're kiddin' me. You're 
kidding! Where is she?" He grabbed Tak's arms. She pushed him away with a force he was 


unprepared for, and he nearly fell. 


Tak raised an eyebrow at him. "It's a shame you've forgotten so much of what transpired the first 
time you encountered this organization. Such as an offense of treason!" 


"Gaz!" Dib ran past the two Irkens and down the stairs. Zim began to follow him. Tak caught his 
upper arm and held him back. 


"Unhand me, you little-" Unable to think of the right word, he moved on to "Let go of me! Let go 
now!" 


Tak dragged him farther from the stairs instead. "I have the file, Zim. You squealed like a 
crushed rodent! You told these people about me, about the Tallest-" 


"What file? I would never do that! I would die first!" He kicked her shins. She grunted. Her grip 
did not release. 


"You told them everything! Stop denying it, I know what happened and I have documented proof 
to show the Tallest!" 


"No, you don't! I'd destroy my own self before I'd betray the Tallest! Get your filthy hands off 
me!" He spread his wings. She jerked away. 


He stamped his foot. "How dare you spread such deceitful garbage about me? If you tell anyone 
else such lies ['ll- I'll burn you! I'll burn you to death!" 


She stood back and surveyed him. 


Zim's chest and throat felt tight. He held out his left arm. His Pak legs were still unresponsive but 
the self-destruct cuff obediently appeared around his wrist. "See this?" 


"I see it." 

"It says 'self destruct’, Tak!" 

"You didn't use it, so I don't know why we're even having this conversation." 
"So, you see reason." 

He turned to the stairs. Tak let him leave. 


Halfway down the stairs he heard her yell "I'll show you when you get back to the ship. It's in 
your memory banks!" 


"I hate you! I hate you so much! I hope you die!" 

"You are a child!" 

"You're not an Invader!" he countered. 

"You're not eith- oh, forget it!" 

Dib was waiting at the bottom of the stairs. "What were you arguing about?" he asked. 
"None of your business!" 

"It got heated!" 

Zim turned and punched the wall. "I hate her!" His hand hurt now. 

"Is this relevant?" 

"She thinks I committed treason! I would never do such a thing! NEVER!" 

"So, it's not relevant!" 

"Why is this happening to me?" 

"Probably karma." 

Zim surveyed his surroundings. They were in another hallway, this one wider, and poorly-lit 
with flickering lights. There were many doors. The ceiling bristled with wires and pipes and 


support struts. It looked a little like someone had taken his ceiling at home and smashed the 
individual parts of it open. 


He shifted his wings together. They felt sort of itchy and new. They were new. They'd grown in 
less than twenty-four hours ago. No wonder he was exhausted. "So where is Gaz?" 


"I don't know! That's the point, Zim!" 

"Why can't you locate your own sister?" 

"Why would I be able to do that? Can you find her?" 
"She isn't my sister!" 


Dib looked up and down. "I guess we'll check all these doors. I mean, I'll check the doors. You 
just sit there and be scared." 


Dib trudged off to check doors. Zim folded his hands together and looked at the floor. He wasn't 
afraid of a few scummy little doors but he was fatigued and if Dib wanted to be the one to check 
the place, let him. 

Besides, Dib was the whole reason they were here, so why should Zim do all the work? He'd 
already been forced to take off the stupid werewolf collars. He looked around. He could be a 
lookout. That was a valuable job. That was better than opening doors. 

"This one's just a closet," Dib reported of one door. "There's medical stuff in it." 

"Uh huh." 

"This one won't open." 


"Uh huh." Zim turned and glanced behind him. 


"Why are there so many locked doors?" Gee, why would a building housing a secret, illegal 
operation be full of locked doors? "Do you think we can find the keys?" 


"If the door was locked, how would Gaz get into it?" 


"Maybe there's something in there we need to get to where she is- I don't know, it happens 
sometimes!" 


"Aren't there any doors that aren't locked?" 
"Probably." 


"Can you just look in those? I would like to leave this place sometime today, if you can handle 
that." 


"You know, you're not very supportive.” 


Zim looked over his shoulder again. He kept hearing noises behind him and couldn't tell if the 
source was his own fidgety wings. He was not going to tell Dib that. 


"What are these grooves in the walls?" Dib said. 
"What grooves?" 


Dib pointed to a long, vertical metal plate running up the wall. "There are pairs of them evenly 
spaced around the building. Did you notice that?" 


"No, Dib, I wasn't looking at the walls." Zim shook his head and glanced behind him again. The 
noises were a bit louder now. 


"Don't take that tone with me, anything could be important, you kn-" 

“Shi,” 

"Hey! If you think I'm so bad at this, you can do it yourself!" 

"Something's coming." 

"Huh?" 

Zim backed up. The shape down the hall increased in size. It was large and red and its eyes were- 
"Go! Go! GO!" 


Dib screamed. Zim screamed. He turned, he heard buzzing, everything whirled down and to the 
right at a sharp, spiraling angle and he was clinging to the ceiling struts. 


Below, the thing barreled past towards Dib. 


Dib wasn't running. Dib turned instead. He vanished into the open closet, slamming shut the 
door. The monster scratched at the door. 


Zim's ears were ringing. He was still screaming. 


He was hanging by his hands and his hands were slipping. He swung his legs over the struts to 
support his weight. 


This one didn't look like it had ever been human- it was hairy and prickly. It threw its head back 
and bayed. 


It was almost through that door. Maybe if Zim distracted it, Dib could have time to find a less 
stupid hiding place- but how to distract it without landing in those immense jaws? 


Zim tested his wings. Even if he could figure them out, and he wasn't sure he could, the wings 
were trembling and they hurt from too much strain on newly-used muscles. He tried his Pak. 
OBSTACLE, it reported when he tried to extend the legs. 


A hole had been made in the closet door. Zim sucked in air. 


Dib's arm appeared through the hole. It held a syringe. Dib jabbed in the needle and the beast fell 
to the ground, twitching. Shuddering. 


Zim was better off up here by the ceiling. It was better to be up by the ceiling. 


Dib carefully stepped out into the hall, panting. He ran his fingers through his hair. He turned 
and began to remove things from the closet, filling his pockets. 


"It's definitely dead," he muttered, looking at the beast. "Looks like a... mutated warthog." He 
backed away. "Zim? Where are you?" 


Zim did not speak- his throat was locked up and sore, his jaws were glued together. He shook all 
over. "Mm," he tried, but it wasn't a very loud noise and Dib appeared not to have heard. 


Dib turned his head, searching the area. He peered into the stairwell. "Zim?" 
"Mm." No louder than before. 

Dib rubbed the back of his neck. He frowned. He looked up. 

"But you can't fly," he said, after a brief pause. 

"Mm." 

Dib's teeth ground together. "Get down from there. Right now." 

Zim forced his jaws apart and took a deep breath. "I can't." 

Dib's chin jutted forward slightly. "I don't buy it." 


Zim was about ready for people to stop calling him a liar. "It makes no difference to me whether 
or not you ‘buy' it, you pig, I cannot do this thing." 


"Like you couldn't get down from the-" Zim's grip weakened. He fell with nerveless, worn-out 
wings snapping flat to his sides. He landed squarely on Dib's chest, knocking the human off- 
balance. Now he was lying on Dib's torso and Dib was flying flat on the ground. 


"You did this on purpose!" Dib spat. 


Zim trembled. "I TOLD YOU! Why didn't you believe me? Why don't you ever believe me?" 


"You told me you couldn't fly at all! Then I come out here and you're on the ceiling! Why should 
I believe you?" 


"I wasn't supposed to go to the ceiling!" 


"Oh, who cares! Get off me!" Dib shoved him onto the cold floor. Zim got to his feet. "Wait just 
a minute. You weren't supposed to? You mean, you didn't mean to?" 


Zim dusted himself off, saying nothing. 

"You flew that far straight up without meaning to?" No, he'd gone at an angle. "Zim, that..." 
"What?" 

"That's kind of useful, you know? Should you try to learn to do that on command, maybe?" 
Zim reached up and found a big lump on his head. "I hit my head on the ceiling.” 

"That's why you should learn to-" 

"What next? What else can possibly go wrong?" 

"Yeah. Fine. We'll talk about it later. No, you're right. This isn't the time." Dib stood up. "Let's 
talk about your possible superpower when we're out of danger and we don't need it anymore. 


Let's go find Gaz now." He turned and started walking away. Zim followed. 


Dib still failed in every way to understand the situation. Zim didn't have a 'possible superpower’, 
his Pak was hobbled and he was full of funny, unwanted sensations and his back hurt. 


"You think she's still okay?" Dib asked. "I-" 


"Gaz, Gaz, GAZ! Shut up! I don't care about your- witch sister! She's practically immortal! She'll 
be dancing on the ashes of this place when we are buried in those ashes! She is FINE!" 


Dib drew in a deep breath for argument, but was stalled by a distant cry of "Be quiet!" 
"That's her!" Dib blitzed past Zim and off down the hall. "Gaz! GAZ!" 


Zim sighed. He couldn't walk that fast right now. He would just have to hope Dib stopped at 
some point and let him catch up. 


Tak opened the next door. On the other side, she saw more banks of electronics, more computer 
screens, and another dead human. 


She investigated the computer. It was displaying a map of the building. That should be helpful 
enough, although there was no indication on the map of what each room was for or what was in 
them. 


There was something else, though. Red, green and orange bars scattered across the map. There 
was one in front of each room, some within rooms, and several in the halls. 


She clicked on the bar associated with the room she was currently in, colored green. The door 
slammed. She yelped and clicked the now-red bar. It turned back to green and the door opened. 


The computer was running the remote control program that was used to close off parts of the 
building. Jackpot. 


She linked it to her Pak. Now she could close off any section of the building she did not currently 
need to be open, no matter where she was. That would pen up any remaining scientists and keep 
away any remaining creatures. She'd leave most of the floor she was on open, and of course she 
wouldn't block herself off from the exit- that would be highly unwise. 


She began closing up things. Halfway through, she remembered that Zim, Dib and Gaz were all 
in the building. 


She considered this. She shrugged and continued closing doors. When she was ready to leave, 
she'd open up the place again. Unless someone was stupid or unlucky enough to get in the way of 
a closing door, which, given the people involved, they very well might, they wouldn't be in any 
more danger than they would have been otherwise. 

The orange bars on the screen were unresponsive. She decided that if green meant open and red 
meant closed, the orange must signify damaged barricades that no longer functioned properly. 
She'd seen a lot of broken-down doors. 

There was nothing on the computer but the barricade system, probably so that the operating 


technician didn't have access to anything he wasn't meant to see. She left the room, closing it 
behind her so that nothing could come along and access the barricades. 


Zim turned the corner. 


At the end of the hall, Gaz was rattling a doorknob and growling. Dib stood behind her. "Please, 
please," he whimpered, "can we just go?" 


Gaz bared her teeth. "Someone's in there. Someone needs to pay..." 

"No! No one needs to p-" 

Gaz turned on him. "You saw. What happened. To DAD! That's not right! Someone has to pay!" 
"But-" 

"Shut up and let me deal with this!" 


"But |- W 


Dib looked quite upset. Zim tucked his hands into his pockets. He thought Gaz had a point, but 
neither sibling was likely to take kindly to input from an outsider, even a shockingly brilliant 
outsider such as Zim. He just hoped they wrapped this up soon. 


He heard a noise directly overhead and looked up to see something descending from the ceiling. 
He jumped back, stumbling and falling and landing on his hip. 


Something crashed into the floor an inch away from his face. He curled and tucked his knees into 
his chest and covered his head with his arms. 


He wasn't dead... he wasn't even injured. Dib was calling for him. He forced his hands down so 
he could see what was happening. 


Some kind of metal screen had fallen, closing him off from the humans. Dib was peering through 
it at him. 


Zim's arm fit through the holes in the screen, just barely. He grabbed Dib's wrist. It was knobbly 
and solid and rankly human and it made his own hand look small and scrubby and cartoonishly 
green. Dib pulled away. 


Zim grabbed hold of the grate. He couldn't shake it. He couldn't push it back up. Too heavy. He 
climbed halfway up onto the wall and peered at the ceiling. There was no gap between the wall 
and the ceiling. 


"What did you do?" Gaz asked. 
Zim put his arm through the grate again. Dib was standing back out of reach. 


"It's this place, it's alive like the other one," he said. His antennae pressed against his scalp. "Dib, 
help-" 


"Help with what?" Dib's pupils were dilated. "The way out is on your side! Help me!” 
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The grate couldn't be lifted, it couldn't be squeezed under, it resisted his attempts to shake it. He 
climbed up onto it and looked up- it was flush with the ceiling. No going over it. He looked 
through it and met Dib's eyes. 


"You see?" Dib broke his gaze, turning and giving his attention to his sister, who was glaring, for 
some reason. "This is why I didn't want you here," she said. "You always make everything go 
wrong and I have to fix it. Are you happy now?" 


Dib tensed and his ears got pink. "No! I'm not happy!" he spat. "I'm stuck in a death trap and 
you're mad at me for no reason!" 


Gaz sputtered. "Everything would have been JUST FINE if you and your dumb friend had stayed 
back at the-" 


"HE'S AN ALIEN INVADER! He's not my dumb friend! He's not anyone's friend!" They were 
in each other's space now, both inflating their chests and taking up aggressive stances. "You 
don't take anything seriously! I am so sick of you not-" 


"Maybe you don't take me seriously! Have you ever thought about that, Dib?" 
"I can't believe this! Do you really think-" 
"Shut up!" Both Dib and Gaz stopped what they were doing to turn and glare at him. 


Zim's knuckles were white on the grate. "If I have to die in this terrible slaughterhouse I don't 
have to die listening to your stupid human argument!" 


"This is none of your business," Gaz told him. 


Zim threaded his arms through the grate and folded them tightly, grabbing his elbows. The metal 
cut into his flesh. "Exactly! So, shut up! I don't care!" If they were going to do this, they should 
have done it on their own time. In fact, Dib should have just listened to him to begin with. Zim 
had told him Gaz didn't need saving. And he was right! Now what? Now what was going to 
happen? 


"Not everything is about you!" Dib snapped. His hands were in tight fists at his sides. 


Zim sputtered. His blood thumped hotly in his head and he began speaking without thought. 
"This is not about me? I'm sorry! Were you kidnapped and tortured and your brain violated and 
your SECRETS FORCED OUT OF YOU-" 


"Yeah! You've done all that stuff to me! Several times! Get over it!" 


"But-" Zim blinked. A sick flutter went through his insides and the sustaining rage just... left. 
"But that's not the same..." 


"It is the same thing. Now can you let us talk?" Dib turned to Gaz. "What did you want to say to 
me?" 


Gaz was turned away, her arms crossed over her chest, her eyes wide and her face flushed. She 
was shaking. "I don't hate Zim more than I hate anyone else, Dib. What I hate is your stupid 
talking and your stupid paranormal and your stupid science being more important than anyone 
and anything in this stupid, horrible world!" 


Dib's jaw went slack. "What are you talking about? I came in here to save you! L.. [risked my 
life to help you! I brought my most important and valuable specimen with me in here because I 
thought he could help me save you- of course I care! You're my little sister! How could you 
think I don't care?" 


Gaz snorted and said nothing, turning away. Dib cleared his throat. "So now that's over with, can 
we get back to trying to escape the death trap? I mean, your feelings are important, but... you 
know... we're also in a death trap." 

Gaz kicked at the grate. "Zim, did you do this? 

He jumped a little. He had not expected to hear his name. "Do what?" 


"This stupid grate!" 


She was looking right at him. She'd said his name. Yes, she was talking to him. Yes, she thought 
he'd lowered the grate. That was unbelievably stupid. "No! I didn't put that there!" 


"Are you sure?" Dib asked him. "Maybe you triggered a sensor." 


Zim took an unsteady step backwards. There was a weird knot in his guts. "I did not do this! This 
isn't my fault! None of this is my fault!" His face felt hot. He touched his cheeks. Yeah. Hot. 


Dib was looking down his nose at him. "Can you just look for some kind of sensor you might 
have stepped on? Maybe you did it by accident. You are on that side and we're on this side, so if 
one of us did it... you know." 

Zim's antennae sank and he bit his lip. He stared down the humans. They stared back at him. 
Fine. He turned away, looking at the walls and ceiling. They were concrete. Bare concrete. 
Surely, Dib could see that for himself. He knew Zim was tired. He just wanted to torture him a 


little more. "There's nothing." 


"Right, of course." Dib stared up at the ceiling. "There has to be something that controls this 
grate in here somewhere." 


Zim looked down, breaking eye contact. He kneaded the hem of his coat. "Maybe!" 
"Okay, so go look." 

This again. "Um..." 

"Come on," Gaz said. "You're so useless!" 

"Well, whaddaya want me to do? Huh? Eh?" 


"Look for some controls for the grate!" Dib said. "What do you think we want you to do? Put on 
a show? Eat our intestines? WHAT ELSE ARE YOU EVEN GOOD FOR?" 


Zim flinched. 


Dib sighed. "What is it? You're too scared to leave? Huh? The scary old Irken Invader is too 
terrified to leave a pair of human children?" 


Zim's spine stiffened. 
"Just go," Gaz snapped. 


Zim's eyes narrowed. His limp trembled and he bit it. It hurt. He'd bitten his lip so much and he 
kept doing it. He just wasn't thinking. 


Dib's voice sounded softer. "Go on, Zim, find something to raise the grate." 


Oh, so now Zim needed coaxing? Now he thought Zim was fragile and smeety and needed a soft 
touch, eh? Well, no. He wasn't. He didn't. Stupid human! 


Zim turned and trudged away. He stopped after a few steps and looked over his shoulder. 

"You'll be fine," Dib told him. "I'm a useless human anyway, right?" 

"Yes... oh, yes. You certainly are." 

"There you go. I'm no help, you might as well leave." 

Zim turned away, pressing the back of his hand to his mouth. He turned the corner. 

Dib adjusted his glasses and looked down at the nasty floor. Well, what else was he supposed to 
do? If he accepted the Irken's behavior, he would probably just sit there and let Dib and Gaz stay 
trapped. Their survival was more important than Zim's psychological health. Zim tended to 
exaggerate anyway. 

Although this place... what if he never came back? Should Dib have thought this through more? 
No, that was stupid. Zim would walk around, look for controls for a while, and then either find 
them or get bored and come back. He'd be fine. Hey, he was capable of powered flight now. He'd 
be perfectly fine. 

Behind him, Gaz sighed and started going around checking doors. 

Tak opened a door and something fell out. She jumped back. "Oh! Oh! Oh, yuck, oh!" 


It was red and had fallen apart all over the floor. "Curse this place!" 


She kicked the foul-smelling red mess and that was a mistake because now it was on her shoe 
and it smelled and her shoe smelled. 


She hopped on one foot. "Curse that incompetent traitor and this mess! This whole place- ugh!" 
All right, tantrums wouldn't help. She looked into the room that stood empty before her. 


Oh. 


"Oh, I see," she muttered. 
She looked back down at the red mess. It looked familiar to her now. In fact... 
"Very interesting." 


Zim viewed the empty hallway. It seemed to him that doors that had been opened earlier were 
shut now. He tested his wings. They hurt terribly, particularly on the lower right. He thought he 
might have pulled a muscle somewhere. They had been sore earlier and still functioned much 
better than expected, so maybe... but he wouldn't count on it. It wasn't natural, anyway. He 
should stop messing with them. 


He looked over his shoulder. Nothing behind him. The hallway turned so that he could no longer 
see the humans. Everything was quiet. So quiet. He could hear his own shuddering breath. 


He began trying doors. Three in succession were locked. The fourth had been knocked down, 
leaving a ragged black hole. He swallowed and peered into it. 


Another hallway. He smelled laboratory preservatives. Formaldehyde. It sank into a mute clot in 
his throat. He crossed his arms over his chest, noting how thin his arms were, how close the 
bones were to the skin. He turned his wrist and felt the radius turn in his forearm. He closed his 
eyes and saw peeled back skin, exposed muscle, glistening yellow fat clinging to the gray, 
fibrous tissue and the whitish cords that anchored meat to bone, and the stink of the fixed tissue 
hit you in the face when you walked in the lab and you knew what was coming and- 


He pressed his hands to the sides of his skull, drawing shallow breaths. Well, surely the controls 
for the grate wouldn't be in a laboratory, so- 


"Help..." 


Zim's antennae twitched. Who was that? It wasn't Dib, it wasn't Tak, it wasn't anyone Zim knew. 
It must be a person from here, a scientist, or a target selected for mutation. 


The voice was weak. They didn't know he was here. He could get away. 
If he could run fast enough. His legs and head still felt bad. 
"Help," it repeated. 


Zim's wings buzzed quietly where they rattled against each other. "Who is it? Who's there?" he 
squeaked. 


The unseen human cried out. "I'm in here! Help, please!" 
Zim struggled with this for a moment before it occurred to him that an Irken voice was 


indistinguishable from a human one, and this anonymous stranger had no reason to think he was 
anything but a helpful human ally. Or it could still be a trap. 


"Who are you?" 
"It's Stevens! Please!" 


There was a smell of blood. Metallic human blood. Fresh. Zim looked down at his gnawed, 
scabby hands. He leaned in through the doorway and peered around the corner. 


He saw a human lying on the ground, with an overturned desk pinning its leg to the floor. He 
pulled away, sucking in a chestful of air. The human had not seen him. 


"I don't know any Stevens," he said. It was the first thing he could think of. His heart was 
fluttering painfully. 


"Please! I- I swear, none of the procedures were meant to be painful!" So, this was a scientist. 
"We're very sorry. If you help me, I can help you. I know the access codes to everything!" 


Zim nibbled on the lining of his lower lip. He tasted blood, and his tongue felt scrapes in his 
flesh. He should stop biting. "Are you injured?" 


"Yes, but if you can just move this desk, I think I can walk. I won't slow you down!" 

No proof it wasn't a trap. "I can't do that." Zim's voice sounded strained. The human would 
know. He was weakened. He couldn't hide that he was weakened, they'd know and they'd attack 
and it would all be over. He pressed his hands together. 

"Please! It will only take a second!" 


Zim couldn't stand here forever. His surroundings seemed pale and unreal. 


The place was empty. Slain victims lay all around. Surely, these humans had no power here 
anymore. He couldn't let his own fears prevent him from carrying out what he was here to do. 


He took a deep breath and stepped into the doorway. The human could see him now, and was 
staring, glassy-eyed and open-mouthed. 


"It's the... it's the... you're the..." The human was very pale. It had made a large blood puddle on 
the concrete. Humans had no Paks to stop bleeding and regenerate fluids. This one might die. 


No, there was more blood than he'd realized... this one was almost definitely going to die. 
The awful stink churned his belly. The floor was slimy and gritty. He pulled the collar of his coat 
over his mouth. Well, he'd been right. He shouldn't have been afraid at all. These people, 


whatever power they'd held was gone. 


Oh, there was so much blood. He backed away. Was all of the blood from this one human? 
Maybe it was a trap after all. 


"You did this!" it said. 

Had he heard correctly? "What?" 

"I told them,” the human whined. "It's an alien... it'll..." It coughed and produced more blood 
from an invisible internal injury. That seemed real enough. "I knew all along that we couldn't 


hold you forever, and that you'd be angry!" 


First Dib. Then Tak. Now this evil little maggot was accusing Zim of terrible crimes that were 
not his fault. 


"I did not do this!" 
"We tortured you and you're back to kill us!" 
"That's not-" That was true, actually. 


But Zim had not harmed this man. He hadn't done anything. He hadn't sold out the Tallest, he 
hadn't done anything to Dib's sister, he hadn't, he hadn't... 


He pulled on his own antennae. "I just want to go home!" 

The human blinked a few times. Zim drew to one side. "I'm not going to help you, either!" 
"Don't hurt me. Please!" 

"I don't need to." There was a massive amount of blood. It reeked. "You'll die on your own." 


The human stammered wordlessly. Zim took a step back from it. "You're just going to leave me 
here?" 


"Yes." His hands were trembling. He backed away a little further. The blood was real, right? The 
human couldn't possibly get up and do something... 


"Do you really think I'm dying?" the human gibbered. "You want me to die!" 


How could he not know? In shock? Lying? "St- stop talking to me." Zim balled his hands up 
together by his chest. "I can't think when you... you trick me like that!" They always talked and 
talked, and made him say things... the wrong things... "You want to trap me here..." 


"No, no," the human whimpered. "I won't hurt you, I can help you, please, if you just... I don't 
want to die here..." 


Zim paced back and forth. "But I can't help you anyway! You need blood... human blood..." The 
only nearby sources of human blood were Dib and Gaz, and Zim would not disturb the smallest 
hair on their bodies on behalf of this gutted pig. "There's no hospital for miles... I can't do 
anything! Stop asking!" 


The human stared at him. Zim pressed his hands to the sides of his head. "This is your own 
doing... your own experiments did this to you! You deserve this!" 


"Please..." 

"No!" Zim backed away until his shell made contact with the wall. "Do you see what you've 
done to me? It's over for you! I couldn't free you from that table even if I wanted to! And I don't 
want to!" He tried to spit in derision, but his mouth was dry. 

The human's eyes were glassy. It might be going into shock. 

Zim twirled his canvas lab coat around his fingers in a wad of thick fabric. What if it was still a 
trap? This human was injured for real, but there could be another, healthy one behind the desk. 
There probably was a healthy one hiding behind the desk! For crying out loud, it was what Zim 
would have done! 

"[ have to go." 

"Teas! 

"I have to go." Zim turned away. 

He made it, unmolested, into the hallway. He supported himself on the wall. He was wheezing. 
His throat was tight. His eyes were watering... probably from the stench, maybe from the 
headache, he didn't know, this was all so stupid. Of course, there had been nothing waiting to get 


him in there! Was he a human child, to fear imagined monsters? 


No, no, he had seen a real monster in here. Its corpse lay on the floor. He could see it from where 
he was standing. 


Dib had killed that thing. If he was near Dib, maybe... 

At least Dib's thoughts had seemed clear. 

Tak stepped into the room. She closed the door behind her. 

In the far back of the room, she saw glowing green jars. She stepped closer. 

One of the jars had a human arm in it, presumably Membrane's. Another had her leg. 
There were labels on them. 'Cloning experiment #1323.' 

"Oh no," she said aloud. "Not on my watch." 

She looked at the other jars. All human. Another arm. A hand. A leg. A sound. 


She pulled back. A moan, from in the shadows. 


She smelled blood. This whole place smelled like blood, but this was fresh. "Who goes there?" 
she cried. 


Whatever was there was unwilling or unable to answer. 


Dib was sitting cross-legged on the floor, facing his sister. Gaz was shaking one of the doors in 
an attempt to get it open. 


Zim walked up to the grate and rested his hands on it. He tried to think of a suitable way to 
announce his presence. 


"Hello, Dib!" 


It was what he usually said to greet Dib. It was quite mocking in tone. Now was not the time for 
that. He hadn't been thinking. He needed Dib to tolerate him. Oh, and he hadn't done what Dib 
had wanted, so there was that, that wasn't going to help. 


His head hurt so bad. 

"Your friend's back," Gaz said. 

"Are you calling him that to annoy me?" Dib asked. 

Gaz did not reply. Dib turned to face Zim. Their eyes met and Dib's face closed off. His gaze 
flicked appraisingly over Zim's body. Dib gave unexpected things that look. Zim wasn't 


unexpected, was he? Dib had known he would be back. "You don't look so good, Zim." 


"No?" His own voice sounded far away. Why was Dib commenting on his appearance? Was he 
displeased? What had he expected Zim to look like? "I don't? Oh well." 


Dib glanced back at Gaz and then at Zim again. "Are you okay?" 


"Me?" No. No, he had rarely been less okay. Why would he be okay? Did Dib really not 
understand, after all this? "Close enough." 


"Did something happen?" 


"No, no." His hands were shaking. He tucked them into his pockets. This wasn't what he'd 
expected. Dib had sent him on a mission. Zim had obviously not fulfilled that mission. Dib was 
inquiring about how he felt. That wasn't what he should be asking, he should be asking why the 
grate wasn't up. Did Dib have an agenda now too? How was that fair? 


"So, you just went out... nothing happened... and you came back. Just got bored and came back?" 
Dib sounded angry. Yes. Definitely angry and Zim didn't know why. That was just perfect. 


Zim's wings flickered. He tried to hold them still, but it was difficult- he just wanted so badly to 
be out of here. The air was escape. The air was- the air in here was dead and still and there was a 


ceiling. There was no escape. No, no. No. Get a grip! You're an Invader. The very greatest of the 
Invaders! 


"There's nothing there, you see!" he said. His voice squeaked and cracked. 


Dib's lips were white. Was he even more angry now? Why? Zim wasn't even doing anything. 
"Did someone do something to you?" 


"No, of course not." He pulled back and his knees sagged. He looked at the floor. He realized he 
was automatically taking a posture of submission. Ugh... 


"You didn't even look for a way to get the wall back up?" Gaz demanded. 


"No." Oops, wrong answer. "Well, I- I did. Yes. Just as you told me." The hallway was see- 
sawing back and forth. Zim grabbed the grate for support. His knuckles turned white on it. He 
tried leaning casually on it instead. 


Dib and Gaz looked at each other, exchanging some kind of silent message. Zim stepped back. 
His wings rattled against each other. The ceiling seemed so low and the walls so close. He 
crossed his arms over each other and clutched his upper arms. 


"We're going to have to break down that door," Gaz said. 
"Yeah. But-" 
"Yeah, yeah, your stupid alien." 


What about him? Zim tried to look casual. He didn't think it was working. He felt so sick. He 
could never fool Dib anyway. 


"We tried to pull the grate up," Dib said, addressing Zim. "We could only get it to move a little 
way. About this much." He gestured with his hands. "And only with both of us pulling. So we 
can't get out." 


"You can probably fit underneath," Gaz said. "You're the alien runt thing.” 
"Oh." 


"If you're not doing much out there you might as well be in here," Dib said. "Gaz, help me pull 


" 


up. 


The humans grabbed the grate and started to haul upwards on it. Zim flopped onto his belly and 
scrambled underneath. His wing case caught on the bottom of the grate. Stupid thing. 


He dug his claws into the floor and hauled himself forward. A streak of pain opened into his 
shell. He rolled onto his side. 


Dib was kneeling over him. "You owe me," Gaz said to her brother. 

"Yeah, yeah, I know. Zim, your shell's gouged." 

"I know." He was intimately familiar with that fact. It was his shell. 

The gash wasn't too painful in and of itself but he felt suddenly weakened and sweaty. More so 
than before. His overworked Pak was hot against his wings and back. What he really needed was 
to shut down for internal repairs. For about a week. 


Later. After the job was finished. 


Dib was so tall. And so comparatively healthy. "Are you all right? Don't tell me what you want 
me to hear, tell me the truth." 


"T'm... er..." His throat felt funny. 
Gaz looked over her shoulder. "Dib. Help with the door." 


"Fine." Dib went over to her and started slamming his shoulder into the door. Both siblings kept 
ramming it until it fell in. It didn't take long, the humans had become large... powerful... 


Zim got up on his hands and knees. He could not help but notice that he was no particular use to 
either human at the moment. Nor was he any kind of threat to them. Nor were they fond of him. 
"Are you going to leave me here?" He couldn't get enough air. "After all that I've done for you?" 


Dib rolled his eyes. "No, Zim. Do you need me to carry you?" 


Zim's mouth was dry. "No! I..." He looked down at the floor, noting the scabs on his hands. He 
hadn't realized how much he was biting his nails. "I just... Just help me up." 


"Okay, but I can carry you if you want, you don't weigh much." 

"IT don't want that!" 

"All right. Fine." Dib held out one big meaty human hand. It smelled of salty sweat and burning 
water. Zim did not at once catch on that this was Dib's offer to help him to his feet. He realized 
he had been expecting to be yanked upright. He took Dib's hand. 

"Your grip is weak. Are you sure- look, Gaz is not going to be happy if you slow us down." 

"I'm fine." He pulled himself upwards with the aid of Dib's arm and everything went gray. 

The mountain of flesh blinked back at Tak from the corner of the room. There was a ragged dent 


in its side where she suspected a limb should be. She'd stepped in it earlier, if she wasn't 
mistaken. 


"Well, hello," she said. 
Of course, it wasn't going to answer. 
She backed up a little bit. It was in no shape to attack. She'd known that at first glance. 


As she watched, a chunk of it fell off onto the ground with a wet noise. It had no visible wounds. 
It seemed to be simply... disintegrating. 

"You can't live on your own, can you? You took your revenge and now you're slowly perishing." 
A fitting end, really. Something that had been ravaged in such a manner was hardly about to put 
on a suit and tie and go back to work on Monday. "The whole place is self-destructing. If I could 
be sure none of the workers escaped I could go home right now. It's really sort of ironic." 


Of course just because one test subject appeared to be dying of its own accord, that didn't mean 
all of them were. 


It stared at her. She laced her fingers together. She could end it now, and eliminate all the 
nastiness of its slow disintegration. 


She felt sticky sweat on her forehead and neck. There wasn't any need to end this, it was falling 
apart, it would perish on its own. She started backing away. She had things to do, anyway. 
Important things. 


"Er, so..." Why was she talking to it? It probably couldn't hear her. She turned and left, quickly. 
It was the smell in there, that was all. 


Zim was aware of up and down motion, like the Voot when its stabilizers were on the blink, but 
gentler. He was surrounded by something warm, comfortable, and terribly putrid... in a familiar 
way... 


"I don't know which way to go! I don't know where anything is! Everything looks the same! Just 
pick one, Gaz!" 


Oh, yes, Dib. It seemed that Dib was cradling him, being careful of the injured shell. 


Zim must have lost consciousness... ah, well... at least he hadn't done so earlier when he could 
have fallen out of a tree and broken his neck, or been eaten by a monster or something. Better to 
pass out in a quiet area with Dib nearby than at Tak's feet. If he had to pass out at all. Which he 
wished he didn't. But a break from walking wasn't so bad. 


Dib's steady, rhythmic human heart was beating faster and more powerfully than normal. He 
must be anxious. There was an anxious smell in the air but it could be coming from anywhere in 
a place like this, really. 


Zim had thought he felt weak earlier but now he was not sure he could even move. He did mange 
to tilt his head enough to look up at Dib's face. 


More like the underside of Dib's jaw. There were funny black specks embedded into his skin... 
wait, was that hair? 


Dib was slowly approaching his adult stage... Zim remembered the softer, more larval Dib who 
had looked him in the eye and knocked him to the floor in fits of anger like an incautious whelp 
and never, ever dreamed of picking him up. Three years was such a short period of time. Why 
did human children change so quickly? Was it planet Earth? Did Earth mutate its inhabitants? 


He heard a loud, wooden crash. His heart jumped into his mouth and his claws dug into Dib's 
chest. 


"Ow! Stop that!" 

Zim relaxed his grip. He hadn't meant to hurt Dib. Sure, of course- when he wanted to hurt Dib 
the filthy little vermin always escaped and when Dib was being useful and... the word escaped 
him, the closest he could get to it was 'warm’... he was warm and Dib was warm and... 


Anyway, he'd clawed him by accident. Dib didn't seem too focused on that, however. 


"Calm down, Gaz!" Dib did not sound calm. "Don't show off like that! They'll experiment on 
you!" 


"Who's they?" Gaz growled. "Everyone here is dead. There's no one to take revenge on!" 


"Isn't that a good thing? I mean... I know I should have respect for human life, but this place... 
oh... Zim, you're up." 


"[..." His tongue felt slow and fuzzy. 


"You passed out," Dib told him. "You're so fine and dandy that you passed out on the floor. 
Thanks for the warning." 


"T, eh..." 


Dib's voice sounded as though his throat was constricted. Zim hoped nothing was going to go 
wrong with him. "Gaz, we have to get him out of here." 


"Yeah, yeah, your dumb alien's sick. He's been sick a long time, Dib." 
"He has?" 
He had? 


Zim sat up slightly in Dib's arms and looked around. They were in a hallway full of identical 
doors. Well, except for the one Gaz had just smashed. 


Zim had one of his brilliant ideas. "You'll be lost without me," he said. Now Dib and Gaz could 
not realize- er, decide he was a burden to shed. "I can find the way out." 


Dib's voice vibrated in his throat and chest against Zim's side. "You don't know where to go 
either, Zim." 


"I do. That way." He pointed in a random direction. "Yep." 

"Uh huh. Sure. If you could calm down before you deteriorate any more, that would be great." 
"But it's true!" 

Dib heaved a sigh. "Zim- Gaz, do you think you could take him for a sec? No? Okay." 


The human was headed inexorably towards that broken-down door. The room inside looked 
dark. Because it wasn't a room- it was a stairway leading down. 


Zim turned away, mashing the side of his face against Dib's shoulder as he did so. He pulled 
away. "That's not the way out," he announced. "Also, you can put me down now. I'm an Irken 
Invader, I think I can handle something like walking." 


Dib put him down on the floor and he fell to a sitting position and could not get up. 


Dib picked him back up. Gaz vanished down the stairs. "I should have left you back at the ship," 
Dib snapped. "This is a bigger pain in the neck than I thought!" 


So Zim was inconveniencing the human. Dib could always put him down and go on without him. 


He was shaking. "Eh, but- I know more about this operation than anyone, and I-" There was a 
tickle in his throat. He tried to swallow it and choked on it instead. 


"Zim!" Dib thumped on the uninjured half of his shell. 


Zim swallowed the clump of spit or whatever that had been obstructing his airways. "Hey!" Dib 
was beating on him now? That was uncalled for! 


"Calm down. Can everyone PLEASE just calm down? Zim, I don't know if you've noticed but 
you're a mess. You're not going to be destroying anything. Just be quiet. Gaz and I can take care 
of this!" 


"T will not be left here to-" 


"Left here? What the- no one's leaving you! I just carried you around for- no one's leaving you 
here. Don't try to talk anymore. You're wheezing and you're annoying me. Save your breath." 


Dib stepped into the stairwell. Zim swallowed hard and closed his eyes. Dib seemed genuine, but 
he could always change his mind. 


"Something's alive down here," he heard Gaz say. 
"Stay away from it!" Dib cried. "Don't touch it!" He thumped one of his giant meat hands on 
Zim's shoulder. "Shh. It's fine. Everything's fine. Don't whimper, it's fine. It's fine. We're totally 


fine!" 


What was this touching? Did Dib think he needed sympathy? Did Dib honestly think he- Zim- 
needed the benefit of a human touch? Zim? Invader Zim? 


Dib wasn't even good at it... felt like he was whacking a computer that wasn't working. It kinda 
hurt, actually. 


Dib pounded down the stairs. "GAZ! STAY WHERE YOU ARE, I'M COMING!" 


His bounding was churning Zim's internal organs into mush. If he threw up Dib wouldn't be too 
pleased. Dib had a mean drop-kick. He clenched his jaw. 


They had reached the bottom. Dib had stopped thumping on him but was clutching him tightly to 
his chest like a toy. It was constricting his breathing. 


He heard a faint cry of disgust from down some hall. Dib took off. Oh, if he'd only stop running. 
Stop. Right away. Stop running. 


Dib took a sharp turn and came to an abrupt halt. "What is that?" 


Gaz stood with her feet planted apart and her arms folded over her chest. She looked nearly 
Irken. Zim wanted to laugh, but stopped himself when he realized it wasn't funny. 


"Looks like a brain,” she said. 
Dib puffed out an incredulous breath. "It's just kinda... there, isn't it?" 


Zim risked a peek. It was a brain. In a dome. All sorts of wires were connected to it, leading to 
an adjacent bank of machinery. "Oh, a control brain." Well, that wasn't so odd. 


"What?" Dib demanded. 

He coughed. "I think it's... put me down." 

Dib gently set Zim down on the floor. He staggered over to the corner and threw up. 
Ech. Well, now he felt somewhat better and somewhat worse. 


Dib and Gaz were staring at him. He scrubbed his mouth with his sleeve. "Uh, it's a control 
brain. Turn on the... thing. The... that." He gestured at the machinery. "That thing." 


Gaz started it up. There was a massive screen attached. It lit up with a map. Lots of red dots were 
on it. The map was made of boxes. It was of the building, probably. 


Dib walked up to the screen. "Huh. There's a bunch of numbered dots on a map." Zim had 
noticed that, yes. "It doesn't make much sense. Do you think the map is of this place? It has to 
be, right? But what are the dots?" 

Gaz peered at the screen. "They're moving. It looks like a tracking system." 

"Huh." Dib rubbed his chin. His eyes lit up. He'd found the scent of something that interested 
him. He would not rest until he had an answer now. "But what are they tracking? Whatever it is, 
it looks like there are only a few of them in here, and they're not close. That's probably a good 
thing." 

Zim sat on the floor. The floor was freezing. He rubbed his eyes. This would take forever while 
Dib theorized and yakked and made human noises until he was satisfied. Maybe Zim should go 
off on his own. 


"Gaz," Dib said, "we can't just stand here messing around with this, we have to get out." Zim 
blinked. "Can this get us out?" 


Gaz fiddled with it. "It looks like there's an exit over here." She pointed. "That way." 


"Okay. Great!" Dib ran his tongue over his lips. "It looks... kinda far. Uh... Zim, can you walk, 
by any chance?" 


Zim shook his head. There was no question of that now. His legs felt like water. 
Dib groaned. "You smell awful." 

"I know." He didn't like the smell of vomit much either. 

Dib sighed. "Sure. Gaz, could you-" 

"No!" Gaz opened both eyes in rage. "No way!" 


Dib picked him up, propping him against his chest. This was a great deal more physical contact 
than Zim was used to. It wasn't so bad, really. Dib was warm and dry. 


He rested his head on Dib's shoulder. So tired. 


"You're breathing vomit fumes into my face," Dib whimpered. Zim turned his head away. 
"Thanks..." 


Tak found that her legs were shaking. She leaned against the wall, checking her mental map of 
the building. She was fine. Really. Slightly chilled, but fine. She was not anxious in the least. 


Anyway, nowhere to go now but down. She'd covered the first two levels. 


She made her way to the nearest flight of stairs. Halfway down, a noise reached her. She hugged 
close to the wall. 


It was Dib. Maybe she should have just killed him earlier. 


His sister was yelling back at him. Their voices held nothing more than normal irritation that she 
could tell, so she assumed nothing was attacking them. She headed closer. 


"WHY DID YOU COME HERE? WHY? This is your fault, Gaz!" 
"Your stupid alien brought us here!" 


"I meant this! This right this instant! YOU did this! This getting us into this stupid basement! 
And now we can't get out! THAT'S WHAT IT'S ALWAYS LIKE WITH THIS PLACE! Why 
didn't you just wait for me? Why?" 


Tak shook her head. Stupid, bickering children. 


"Stop! My head is killing me! Stop yelling! Please!" And there was the stupidest and most 
bickering child of them all. Zim. 


She was going to have to kill him eventually. He'd committed treason. It was her civic duty. 
"Don't tell me what to do," Gaz snapped. 

Tak headed down a short hall and turned the corner. She found them standing there, Gaz with her 
feet spread apart and her fists balled up at her sides, Dib half-crouching and baring his teeth with 
wild eyes that showed the whites all the way around. 


He was holding Zim. Holding him to his chest like a stuffed toy. That was... pathetic. 


She called out to them. The children scuffled around, standing next to each other and peering in 
her direction. They both looked like hunted animals. 


"It's me," she said. 


Zim twitched one antenna but did not raise his head or look in her direction. He sucked his lips 
into his mouth. Under better circumstances she could have laughed aloud, because at his trial for 
ruining Operation Impending Doom I he had not looked anywhere near so ashamed as he did 
now. 


"Oh." Dib's eyes narrowed. "Tak. Thanks for the help so far." 


"Hmm, the sarcasm is hardly endearing me to your cause." Zim turned away slightly. She could 
not in good conscience avoid addressing this. "You seem at ease, Zim. I see your helpful little 
friend is giving you a ride." 


Dib ground his teeth. "He's sick. Your machine was wrong." 
"And you think what he needs is a good dose of human love, I take it." 


Dib exhaled a slow, loud breath through his nose, rolling his eyes to the ceiling. "He can't walk, 
Tak." 


"Ah. How inconvenient." 

"It is! And, you know- I guess by now I shouldn't be surprised by this, but somehow I thought 
you might be capable of some kind of compassion towards a member of your own disgusting 
kind. Man, I was wrong." Dib shook his head. "Totally wrong." 

Tak waited, but Zim seemed to have nothing to say for himself. He wouldn't meet her eyes. 


Gaz took a step forward. "Where is the exit?" 


Tak glanced at her. "It's back that way. Didn't you just come in, Dib? You should remember how 
to get back out." 


Dib and Gaz both quivered and glared at her. They actually looked like they were from the same 
stock. "There's a grate blocking off the hallway!" 


Ah yes, Tak had probably lowered that when she'd closed up the place. She shrugged. "I'm going 
to check this floor and then leave. If you're able to keep up I'll allow you to follow me." 


Gaz blew air through her nose. "There's nothing here." 
"We don't need your help!" Dib snapped. "I don't trust you anyway!" 
"Well, that's no concern of mine." She walked past them off down the hall. 


She soon heard them following, of course. That was perfectly all right. In the event of an 
altercation they would be nicely distracting. 


She heard Zim clear his throat. "Why are we following Tak?" 
"Shh." 

"She's evil, Dib." 

"Zim, shh." 

Tak chose not to acknowledge that. 

Gaz addressed her first. "Is anyone alive in here?" 


Tak shrugged. "I've only seen a pile of meat. It was... partially alive." 


Zim made a small and odd noise, and the humans apparently had nothing to say. 


Tak inspected her glove. It had stayed fairly clean in the course of her investigations, but she still 
intended on taking a very thorough shower as soon as this was over. 


Dib addressed her next. "I really think Zim needs medical attention." 
"Maybe so. That's not my problem." 
"But he's your species! Isn't this more your problem than mine?" 


"Zim is a traitor and a criminal. I don't think any Irken would be too concerned over whether or 
not he's well. I don't know why you are, either." 


Zim sighed deeply, as though put upon. She frowned. 

Dib snorted. "My motivations are none of your business, you creepy monster." 

"Fine." 

They turned the corner into a long storage room. It was filled with boxes. Nothing looked too 
terribly interesting in here, but according to her files there was a series of three locked doors at 
the end of the room, and that did interest her. She headed towards it with useless hangers-on in 


tow. 


Zim dared to approach her last. "How are you enjoying your mission?" He sounded weak and 
sludgy. 


"The job is going quite well, actually. I've acquired enough information to clear this up and be 
off home in a few hours. And then you can return to your home, which is the next city over, I 


believe. On this planet." 


"No. They dug up my home." Subtlety was lost on Zim. He sniffled wetly. "You're just leaving, 
huh?" 


"Yes. I have no designs on your horrible non-mission. That's over. The Tallest have recognized 
my abilities and I have no more business with you." 


"Okay." 

"Dib seems to think you're in poor health." 
"T'll be fine." 

"Of course you will." 


Tak opened the door at the end of the room and the door behind it. There was, as the files said, 
another door behind that. She opened it. She glanced behind her. She didn't know why. 


The humans stared dolefully back at her. 

Gaz snorted. "What are you waiting for?" 
"Nothing." 

Dib wrinkled up his nose. "What's in there?" 

"How should I know?" 

Zim shivered. "I don't think we need to go in there." 
"I disagree." 


She turned away and opened the last door. 


Chapter Fifteen 
Skoodge set his cards down and drummed his fingers next to them. He glanced across the table. 


GIR had been tossed up into the ship a little while ago. When Skoodge had looked through the 
hatch to see what was happening he'd just seen Zim stumbling away. No telling what was going 
on there... Skoodge had learned not to inquire too deeply into the things Zim did, especially 
when they involved robots. Everything around him tended to kind of blow over eventally 
anyway. 


GIR wasn't a bad little SIR unit really. Skoodge had hoped he'd be willing to play Tooth Hut, but 
he didn't seem to be working right. He wouldn't activate. 


Oh well. He got up and looked in at that weird mucky red thing that was trapped in the dome. 
Pretty gross. 


Tooth Hut was getting boring but he didn't have much else to do. Tak hadn't assigned him 
anything. He guessed he was just watching the place. That was fine.‘stp'The thing in the tube was 


gross, though. = 
Skoodge glanced at the 'shred' button. He glanced over at GIR. 


This red thing was filthy and an obvious contaminant. Tak would probably be happy if Skoodge 
got rid of it. If not, GIR was right there. GIR liked pushing buttons... 


Now, that was General Labs. 


Every surface through that door was gleaming white and light seemed to be coming from 
nowhere. It was unnaturally clean, but kinda scummy at the same time, somehow. Dib's heart 
was thumping. 

"You know," he said, taking a step back from the doorway, "I think I'll just wait out here." 
"That's fine." Tak didn't look at him. 

Dib's arms were getting tired. He shifted Zim's weight onto his hip. "Gaz, come on out here." 


She turned to him. "No." 


"No?" Dib's teeth clenched. His arms tightened around Zim's body. The Irken squeaked and Dib 
forced his grip to relax. "What do you mean no? You're not still on that revenge thing, are you?" 


Gaz folded her arms. Her face was impassive. "There's nothing out there and I want to see what's 
in here." 


"But-" He could feel Zim's frantic little uneven Irken heart against his arm. "That's a really bad 
idea, I mean, come on, just look at that. Does that look like a good-" 


She wasn't listening, was she? In fact- she was only doing this to get at him, wasn't she? All 
right, that was it. Last straw. Camel's back. "Fine! Go ahead. Go exploring." Dib turned and 
walked away and the door slammed shut behind him. He heard it lock. 

He hadn't expected to be locked out. He turned. "Wait. Gaz! Tak! Let me in. Gaz, get out here!" 
Nothing. No answer. His heart fell into his stomach. 

"Oh, man." Dib sat down on the floor with his back to the wall. "Oh, no." 

He was shaking all over. How could he? He'd gotten mad, and he'd picked the alien. The 
homicidal, amoral, evil alien. Over his own flesh and blood human sister. That was just what Gaz 
had accused him of doing. He'd made a snap decision and he'd chosen wrong. He was supposed 
to- 


"I can't breathe," Zim squeaked. Dib was crushing him. Again. He relaxed his grip. 


"How could I do that to Gaz?" Dib asked no one, as Zim probably wasn't listening and Dib didn't 
care what the dumb alien thought anyway. "She's my sister!" 


He doubled over in heroic anguish and found his face buried in alien shell. Well, that was just 
gross. He sat up. 


"She's just a little girl," he said to himself. "What if I never see her again?" 


Zim shook his head. 


"What?" Dib demanded. Zim's ridiculous viciousness was the last thing he needed right now. He 
probably had some mocking speech prepared about the failings of human love. Dib could just 
shake him. 

Zim cringed. "Okay, I don't want you to take this the wrong way." 


Dib's nose wrinkled. "But?" If he wasn't going to insult Dib, what would he possibly have to say? 


Of course, he probably didn't want to know what Zim thought, but he was going to find out 
anyway. If not now, then later. 


"But she don't care, she doesn't... specter... respect the Dib... and she's terrifying so... she's fine." 
He coughed. 


"So you think she doesn't respect me now? Why would you even care?" 
Zim folded his arms over his chest and looked away. "You asked, filthy." He cleared his throat. 
"It was a rhetorical question." 


"She's going to be fine." Zim rested his head against Dib's arm with a weak flip of his hand. 
"She's... um... yeah." 


Dib swallowed. "Well. I guess... she usually is fine on her own. But this place..." 
Zim snorted and shrugged. "She had her chance." 


Dib nibbled on the inside of his lip. He could feel Zim's heartbeat, beating with two short clicks 
and a longer, firmer beat... tip-tip dub. 


That was not a human heart. Zim did not have a human heart, in any sense of the word. Dib 
could not forget that. 


He got to his feet. "Well, I can't just sit around here feeling guilty. Maybe I should figure out that 
tracking system..." There was no reason not to now. He couldn't leave without Gaz. He'd have to 
join up with her after Tak had finished whatever it was she was doing. And then he'd make it up 
to her... somehow. 


Zim giggled. Dib jumped about a mile. That was the exact last sound he had expected to hear. "I 
knew it! It's eating you up inside. Ooh, a mystery! I'm Diiiib! I'm gonna soooolve it! Ha!" He fell 
back, entirely limp and clammy, apparently having wasted what little energy he'd regained on 
making fun of Dib. Typical. 

"It might help Gaz, okay? You don't have to help!" 


"Sure, sure," Zim mumbled. 


Dib made his way back to the computer terminal, through empty, boring halls and past weird 
reddish-brown stains. "It smells awful in here," he said. 


"Yeah..." 


Hmm, couldn't use a computer with an armful of sick alien in the way. "I'm going to put you 
down now, okay?" 


"No!" Zim dug his claws into Dib's shoulder. 
"Yes! I'm putting you down!" 


"No!" The alien's body had gone from limp and sleepy to tense and wiry. He seemed to have 
more strength than he appeared to, when it came down to it. "You said you wouldn't leave me!" 


"Wha- I'm not leaving! I'm going to look at this screen. I need my hands. When I leave I'll take 
you with me, okay? Please let go." 


Dib thought he could still defeat the alien in a physical altercation- within five seconds or so- if it 
came to that. It didn't come to that. Zim let go on 'please'. He probably hadn't expected 'please'’. 


Dib set him down on the floor next to the terminal. "Here. You can borrow my jacket." He took 
off his jacket. He'd be a little cold without it, but whatever kept the alien tractable. 


Zim huddled up in the jacket and leaned against the wall. He seemed calmer than expected, 
considering. 


Dib scratched his arm. "Did you see what was in there?" 
"What?" 
"When Tak opened that door, did you see what was in the room?" 


"Well, yes, I did," Zim said, one antenna flicking through the air and his eyebrows furrowing. "I 
did, Dib. It's my job to investigate this place, after all." 


"Okay, just checking." Zim's tone was defensive- he was obviously lying. He must have hidden 
his face or closed his eyes. Dib turned his attentions to the screen. 


Half of the room was closed off with a force field. The other half contained a long metal table 
and cabinets on a white metal floor. Everything was much too clean. Everything was the same 
shade of polished white, too, making objects seem to blend into each other. 


It had occurred to Tak that as this appeared to be a secure area, some human may have had the 
bright idea to hide in here, but she and Gaz seemed to be alone. 


She approached the force field. It was walling off a nice array of Zim's pathetic ex-possessions. 
All of this technology was outdated and most of it broken. 


Actually, maybe not all of it was completely outdated. Some of these things looked like 
inventions. How cute. 


"Hey," Gaz said. "That's the moose." 
Tak looked up. Yes, there on a shelf was a small moose thing. "Why would he make that?" 
"He has okay games on it. Can I have it?" 


Tak stared at the girl. She looked serious. "If you can lower this field, be my guest." She might 
actually be able to lower the field, it was not a terribly sophisticated one. 


"You don't want Zim's alien stuff?" 


"No. Even your inferior human mind may have deducted that this is not the good kind of ‘alien 
stuff." 


Gaz shrugged. 
Tak opened one of the cabinets. She drew in a sharp, involuntary breath. This stuff was banned. 


She was reluctant to even touch it, but she picked up one of the bottles and inspected it to be sure 
she knew what it was. Oh yes, she was sure. 


"What's that?" 

Tak turned. Gaz had indeed turned off the force field. 

"This?" she said, gesturing to the contents of the cabinet. "It's a very heavy sedative. And this..." 
She pulled out a collar and turned it side to side. "I've never seen one before, but judging from 
this transmitter it seems to be set up to interfere with an Irken Pak." 

She swept her antennae over it. It had been cleaned, but no amount of cleaning could completely 
remove every trace of sick Irken fear... Zim had worn this at some point. She'd have to take this 
back to her ship for analysis. 

"Huh." Gaz had the moose thing tucked under her arm. "What's it for?" 


"It's probably for inducing defectives to commit treason." 


Gaz snorted. "That sounds really boring." She pushed a button that retracted the moose antlers, 
then hid the device away in a large skirt pocket. 


Now that the field was down, Tak decided to take a closer inspection of Zim's former 
belongings. Fairly typical stuff for an Invader, mostly. A few odd toys. 


"I thought that wasn't the good stuff," Gaz said. 

"It's not." 

"Why are you messing with it?" 

"Did you know that Zim is a criminal where we come from?" 

"What did he do?" 

"He sabotaged a military operation, destroyed valuable equipment, made cities uninhabitable, 
killed two Tallest, that sort of thing. Being stuck on this worthless planet is his sentence. 
Apparently, it's a life sentence, judging by how likely he seems to ever leave." 


"Is that why he's so bad at everything?" 


Tak would assume that was a rhetorical question and ignore it. "I have to keep tabs on what he's 
doing to make sure he doesn't cause any more trouble." 


"Don't aliens have an electric chair?" 


Unless that was dark humor, Gaz had casually suggested that her schoolmate of three years 
should be electrocuted to death. Interesting girl. 


The tools laid out here were more important than idle chatting, however. Why were these 
instruments neatly arranged and nearly out in the open where they were perfectly incriminating? 


Tak looked over at the table again. There were restraints on it that she had not noticed before, as 
they were the same shade of white as everything else. 


The tools were placed where they could be conveniently used. They'd been preparing for her, she 
concluded. 


Dib ran his fingers through his hair. "I can't figure it out. I have no idea what this is. Aagh!" 


He heard a noise by his foot and jumped. Zim had crept closer to him while his attention was 
elsewhere. "Henh." Zim pawed at the corners of his eyes, pouting slightly. "Let me try." 


"I..." That seemed unlikely to work, but he supposed it was worth a shot. He picked Zim up 
under the armpits and held him up by the screen. 


Zim rested his fingertips on the side of the casing, sucking on his lower lip with little wet noises 
that made Dib cringe. "Nah, I don't know what it does." 


"Thanks for trying so freakin’ hard." 


"Stupid human thing! It's probably fake! It's here to taunt us!" Zim smacked the screen and a 
picture popped up. Zim recoiled, squealing. Dib set him down on the floor. 


It was security camera footage of a test subject. "It's a touch screen," Dib said. "I should have 
thought of that." He pressed the screen and exited out of the video. "Let's try touching these 
dots..." He tapped one that was gray. Another video feed came up. "That's the dead one from the 
hall! Hmm, so if the gray ones are dead... wait, that's that hallway... Zim, we're looking at it 
sideways! That's how we got lost!" That was so obvious. How had they gotten so confused? 


There were two red dots in the room with them. The hairs on Dib's neck stood up. He tapped a 
dot. 


He heard a soft whirring from up near the ceiling and a video feed popped up of himself at the 
computer. He tapped the other dot and the feed shifted slightly to focus on Zim sitting on the 
floor next to the terminal with his head in his hands. 

Dib had a crawling sensation on his skin. He scrubbed at his arms to no avail. 

"Dib?" Zim croaked. "What's going on?" 

Dib ran his tongue over his teeth. Zim could not know. Absolutely not. Not now. He could 
actually go into cardiac arrest if he were pushed much harder, people could have actual heart 
attacks from fear, couldn't they? Could aliens? Now sure wasn't a good time to find out. "Oh, 
nothing! I was just, uh... I'm looking stuff up." 

"Dib, what stuff?" 

"Nothing, just stuff." 


There was a dot in the room with Gaz. Dib tapped it. It opened up on a view of Tak looking at a 
closed cabinet. 


Either Tak had a tracking device on her too, or... 

"We gotta get back." Dib scooped up the alien. 

"Dib, what's wrong?" Zim's hands rested lightly on Dib's chest. Maybe it was a misguided 
attempt to play on Dib's sympathies or maybe he just couldn't think of anywhere else to put his 
hands. 

"Nothing! Nothing, we just gotta get back right now." 

"I know you're lying." Zim trembled slightly. 


"Well, there might be something in there with them and we have to help Gaz right now." 


"Oh." 


"If you'd rather stay here-" 
Ragged claws hooked into his sleeve. "No." 


"Well, all right then..." Dib headed off. 


Tak opened the cabinet and jumped back. There was a man inside. 
He looked up at her. "Oh. Hi." 
Tak blinked. "What are you doing here?" 


The man got stiffly to his feet. He smelled... wrong. He had rumpled brown hair. "Hello. I just..." 
He started coughing. Blood started spurting out of his mouth. 


"Oh, no," Tak said. 


He was stumbling towards her. She popped up onto her Pak and skewered him through the throat 
with a noise like a spoon into jelly. 


Something was slamming into the door. She staggered backwards. The human was stuck on her 
leg. It was not moving. She had just stabbed it. Up and stabbed it. Well that wasn't so bad really, 
was it? "Who's there?" she yelped. "Who's there?" 


"Is Gaz okay?" Dib cried from the other side of the door. She had almost had a heart attack. She 
could kill him. 


Gaz was standing in the corner of the room, staring. She went over to the door. "This is gross! 
I'm leaving!" 


Tak opened the door. She tugged her leg out of the man's neck, retracted it and ran out of the 
room. 


Dib was standing there with Zim crushed to his chest, staring. "Tak, that's-" 


"I know!" she screamed. "We're going! Right now!" She tore off down the hall, the children hot 
on her heels. 


She slowed down a few feet away, panting. No one was following them. There wasn't any need 
to run. 


The humans staggered to a stop behind her. Dib in particular looked quite clammy. 
"Tak," he said, "what was that?" 


"There was a zombie in there," Gaz answered. 


"A zombie?" 


Tak heard a noise and turned. She had forgotten to shut the door. The man was shuffling through 
it. 


He bubbled. Some of his skin was falling away. 


"T just killed you!" Tak backed away. Why had she not closed the door? And for that matter, why 
had neither human closed the door? They'd had just as much opportunity! 


Dib pulled something out of his pocket. "Tak, here. This killed one of them earlier!" He tossed it 
to her. She caught it. A syringe. She ran up to the human and jammed it in. He spasmed, 


screaming, and fell to the floor, twitching. 


She pulled out the syringe. One of the human's limbs came off, and the resulting tear in his flesh 
began to leak bubbling red fluid. 


"Oh, it worked," she said. 


Tak was not aware of her surroundings until some time later, when she slowed down to find 
herself in an empty hall. The children were tagging along behind her. 


She brushed back her antennae with a whining noise. Dib regarded her with baleful eyes. 


Zim was hiding his face against Dib's chest. Tak understood somewhat now. Dib somehow could 
give the impression that he could be trusted. And his plan had worked. 


"We're leaving,” Tak said. 


"Good," Gaz said. 


There was a forcefield covering the nearest exit. 


"Okay, what," Tak said. "No." She placed her hands against the shimmering wall of energy. It 
buzzed and hummed slightly. It felt warm. "This... this is..." 


Raindrops splatted and hissed against it a few inches away from her face. It had finally started 
storming. 


"It looks like your forcefield in the ship," Dib pointed out. "The one you trapped me behind!" 
"There was a switch, you idiot. You trapped yourself." Why was this even here? 


Tak turned. "Zim." 


"Mm." Zim looked unpleasantly clammy. Dib was welcome to cart him around as long as he 
pleased; Tak was not going to offer to take a turn. 


"This looks like an Irken forcefield," Tak hinted. 

Zim squirmed. "Does it?" As if he didn't know full well that it did! 

"They had stuff like this the last time too," Dib said. "Look- Zim is not cooperating with these 
people. There's more than enough stuff that he did do wrong without yelling at him for stuff he 
didn't do, you know. You're wasting valuable time!" 


Zim nodded slightly, avoiding Tak's gaze. Sniveling smeet. 


"And," Dib continued, "you're the one who had forcefields last. All Zim's stuff was stolen and 
you still have all of yours, so I could totally suspect you for this." 


Tak did not think that even deserved a response. 


Dib still couldn't tell when to shut up, apparently. "In fact, didn't you say you tried to spy on 
them by joining them? How do we know you didn't just join them, huh? Huh?" 


Ignoring him, Tak headed back down the hallway. There she found another forcefield blocking 
her off. 


That couldn't be. This hadn't been there a second ago. 
"Now what?" Gaz growled. 


Tak did not have access to these. She only had access to remote-controlled mechanical locks. 
She could do nothing about the forcefields. At least, not through the building's systems. 


"This wasn't here before," she said aloud. 
"So you think someone's still here?" Gaz said, drawing closer and studying the field. 


"It might be automatically triggered by a motion sensor," Tak said. It didn't necessarily mean 
they were being, well, watched, or anything like that... not necessarily. 


She scanned the field with her Pak. It was well defended. 

"Don't try that one," Dib said. "Try the one that's blocking the exit!" 

Right. 

They were in a narrow hallway, with three doors branching off. At one end, a forcefield blocking 


further progress back into the building, at the other, a staircase leading to the doorway out- also 
blocked by a field. 


Tak checked the one at the top of the stairs. Very advanced. 

Her skin felt cold and sticky. She shook her head. 

"Are we stuck here?" Dib said. "Are we trapped, Tak?" 

"No! No! Of course not!" 

"Hm. Well, if it's going to be a while I'm gonna put him down," he said. He set Zim down at the 
foot of the steps. Zim said nothing. There was one thing Tak could be grateful for, he was not 
speaking unless spoken to. 

Of course, the human children were saying more than enough. 

"It has to have a power supply," Gaz said. "Find the cord." 

Tak began scanning for electrical inputs. "It's wireless." 


"Disrupt it. Do I have to think of everything?" 


Tak's hands were trembling. She hid them in her pockets. Filthy whelp. But she was right. And 
they needed to get out. Tak couldn't disregard her at this point. "That will take a minute. Okay?" 


"Ugh. I guess I'll check out these doors, then." Tak could do without the attitude! 


She began to try to decipher the signal with her Pak as Gaz stomped around, rattling open a door 
that had been wedged shut and breaking her concentration. 


"Gaz, that's probably a bad idea." Dib sounded tired. 
"Shut up." She stomped off. 
Dib sighed. "Gaz..." 


Tak looked over her shoulder. Dib was sitting on the bottom step of the stairs next to Zim. Both 
of them were kind of slumped over. 


"Do you want to leave here?" she said. 


"Yes," Zim mumbled, although she hadn't been talking to him. She continued as though he hadn't 
spoken. 


"I can't get this open if you keep distracting me," she said through clenched teeth. "So why don't 
you go protect your sister?" 


Dib glared up at her. 


"Or do you care more about your new little alien friend?" she said. 


Dib's eyes narrowed. "That's a cheap shot. And he's not that new anymore, you know, he's lived 
here for years." 


"But do you? I don't see you carrying her around." 


"Well, she's almost my size and she can walk. It's not really a fair- I mean, she was fine before. 
Even, you know, with a..." 


"So you're just going to let your only sister wander around this horrible place alone." 

Dib exhaled slowly through his nose. "Fine." He got to his feet. Stiffly. Oh, was he tired? So sad. 
He looked down at Zim. "Why don't you, uh, keep an eye on her?" 

"Mm?" Zim rubbed at his eyes. 


"Scream if she tries anything funny. I'll definitely hear you." Dib headed off after his sister. It 
seemed he was also tired of Zim at this point. Reasonable. 


Zim turned and looked up at Tak. "You tryin' anything funny, Tak?" 

Uh... "No." 

"Okay." Zim yawned and slumped over, propping his head in his hands. "Ugh..." 
Gaz had disappeared into yet another freaking hallway. 


Something smelled absolutely terrible in here. Dib was getting a headache from all the stench 
around. Tak had better be able to get them out soon. 


"Gaz!" he called. 
"Be quiet!" 
He heard a door shut. 


Well, so far she really hadn't shown any signs that she needed his help. Or wanted it. He was 
tired. Maybe- 


No! He couldn't just go back to the dumb alien. Tak had been making a cheap attempt to 
manipulate him and all but she was still right. 


There was only one door at the end of the hall. Dib opened it and saw Gaz's back. She was 
standing a few feet away and seemed to be looking at... what was that, a desk? 


"Gaz, stop staring at that desk," Dib said. The smell was way worse in here. 


"There's a dead guy." 

Gaz didn't seem scared. She had never really seemed scared throughout any of this. Maybe she 
didn't need protecting. Maybe it would have been the right choice to stay with Zim, who was 
obviously weak and needy. No, that couldn't be right... 


"Gaz, come on-" Wait, she'd just said there was a dead guy? 


Dib inched over to the left. Yes, there was a dead guy. Slumped over at the desk. The source of 
the smell. Already rotted. "Oh, geez!" 


"Do you have your camera?" 
"Wh... what?" 


Gaz shrugged and blew air out her nose. "Don't you take pictures of stuff like this? For ghost 
magazines?" 


"No! That- isn't a paranormal corpse!" Was this a joke? And he didn't even have his camera! 
"It might be." Gaz leaned in a little closer. "Did all this stuff just happen?" 

"T... think so..." 

"So he just died?" 

"I... don't know..." 

"He's already rotten." 

Gaz was way too not-scared. Dib swallowed and pulled away a little bit. "Um... yeah." 


"There's a bottle." Gaz picked up a sheet of paper from the desk. "It just says Formula 4. It's 
empty. Think he drank it?" 


"Zim always thought they were trying to convert people into indestructible soldiers. But it wasn't 
working somehow." 


"Obviously." 


"Maybe this guy tried it on himself but it worked even less. I don't know. And he just rotted. 
That's gross. Can we go?" 


"Why would he try it on himself?" she said. 


"Because people were getting killed all over and he didn't want to be killed? If he were 
indestructible, he couldn't be destroyed. And stuff." 


"T guess." 


Gaz was pulling drawers out. She was searching the room with the dead guy just right there. Dib 
ruffled his hair with his fingers, wincing. 


Tak was getting a headache. She pulled her mind out of this place's net. She didn't really like 
having all of its data in her Pak, truth be told. She wasn't superstitious, but... still. 


Zim was still sitting slumped over down there. The back of his neck was bare and exposed. 


Tak could feel her heart pounding. She had sort of promised the Tallest that she would kill Zim, 
and now he was weak and unable to fend her off. Dib was not there to get in the way either for 
once. She had her Pak legs already out and a straight shot to his neck should she choose to try 
pouncing on him... 


Dib and Gaz's absence had left a very still silence. She could clearly hear his wheezing breath. 


He'd bleed, of course, probably a great deal if she hit a vein or an artery, which she well might. If 
she did not manage to get his voice box or trachea (and she probably would not with one shot) he 
would probably be able to make enough noise to get Dib in here... and of course Dib would 
eventually return anyway unless he stumbled on something lethal in the next room... and he 
would not be happy. 


"He should be back by now," Zim mumbled. 
Tak jerked, startled by the sudden noise. She tried very hard to look calm. "Maybe he's dead." 


"After all that?" Zim sounded morose, which she supposed made sense, as if Dib had died Zim 
wouldn't have a weird personal guard anymore. "Dead? The Dib? He can't be." 


"I really have no idea whether or not he's dead." 


He was still in that vulnerable position. Tak's palms were sweating. She probably wouldn't have 
another chance like this. She could even leave the body here if she really wanted to. She could 
leave Dib and Gaz behind as well, if necessary... 


She had been trapped in a garbage dump for years because of him. 


He leaned forward, propping his elbows on his knees and exposing even more of his neck. 
"Ugh..." 


She had been stranded in space, stripped of her rightful position as an Invader... lost everything 
she had worked for because of him. She hated him. She hated his stupid face. She should just kill 
him. Then he could never cause her any more problems. She would curry favor from the Tallest 
and everything. 


And it would be easy- he was defenseless. 

He was just sitting there. Wheezing. 

She should just do it. 

"I should bring him back," he said. 

Tak shook herself slightly. "Why?" 

"He's probably gotten himself lost... stupid animal..." 

"And so what if he has?" 

"So... so... I-I-" Zim was audibly having trouble catching his breath. "Ask me later." 
"Why can't you breathe?" 

"T'm fine." 


She had asked because she wanted to know if there were any toxic fumes around that she should 
keep an eye out for. 


She ran her tongue over dry lips. Dib really had not been gone long and probably would be back 
soon, hysterics aside. She should move. 


Now. 
Right now. 
He shuddered. "Aren't you done yet?" 


"No! I'm not!" His tone was hardly polite. How dare he speak to her in a condescending manner 
in his position? 


She should be angry. She was angry, in fact. But... 

"This is taking too long. I should, uh... do something," he said. 

"No, you shouldn't. Trust me." He would make everything worse. 

He was no threat to her. Quite the opposite. She... well... 

What was the fun of attacking something that wouldn't fight back? (He would fight back, just not 
effectively.) There was no fun in it. (Not that fun was the point anyway.) It would be boring. (Far 


from it.) 


He rubbed the back of his neck and sighed. 


Screw it, she'd tell the Tallest he escaped. He'd escaped from them enough times. They should 
understand. 


She turned back to the door. 


Gaz had leaned in close to the desk and was staring at the dead person. 
Dib rocked back and forth. "Gaz, can you... maybe... not... uh..." 

"He's moving." 

"He's... what, now?" 

"His hand's moving." 


Gaz tucked the empty bottle of 'Formula 4' into her pocket. She headed out of the room. Dib 
followed. 


Gaz kicked the door shut, and proceeded to kick it again a few times. She'd done this at home 
before; she was beating it out of shape so it would stick in the frame. 


Dib couldn't think of anything to say. His hair was standing on end. 

Gaz left the hallway. He followed. She did the same thing to the door on the other end. 
"Thanks," Tak spat at them. "That's very helpful for concentrating!" 

"I thought you didn't like fighting zombies," Gaz said. 

"Trust me, we're better off this way," Dib said. 

Tak scowled. "Well, I've almost decrypted this." 

"Okay, good." 

Dib sat down on the bottom step next to Zim. "Hi." 

"You're back." 

"Uh, yeah." 

Zim stared into space, rocking back and forth slightly. "Thought you were dead," he mumbled. 


"Uh... I wasn't gone that long." 


"Seemed like it." 

"Oh." Dib looked down at his hand on the concrete. His surroundings seemed funny and 
disconnected... he was getting really tired, and maybe in shock a little. He really wasn't in the 
mood for an alien guilt trip. 

He couldn't think of what to do or say next. He kept seeing Gaz with that corpse. She was just 
standing a few feet away with her arms crossed. It looked like there was something bulky in her 
pocket. What was that? Was that just her game? She hadn't looted the dead man, right? 

Zim was wheezing. "Your asthma is kind of bad, I guess," Dib said. 

"Is that what that is?" 

"Yeah, people get it from allergies and stress and... why don't you know this stuff?" 

Zim shrugged. 

"Hey!" That was Gaz. She was staring down the hall. 

Dib looked up. There was a man standing behind the other force field, looking in at them. 

His heart nearly exploded out of his chest. "Who's that? Who's that?" 

Gaz took a step forward. "Who are you? What do you want?" 

The man said nothing. He turned and walked away. 

Dib shuddered. "Who- what-" 

"All right, there!" Tak was breathing heavily. "I've got it!" 

"Who was that?" Dib asked. 

"I don't know!" she snapped. "Do you want to leave or not?" 


"Yes! Yes, Ido!" 


Tak activated some kind of shield that shimmered around her body and face before disappearing 
out the door. Gaz sprinted up the stairs after her. Dib got to his feet. 


Zim made a small, unhappy sound. Oh. The rain. 


"Er," Dib muttered. He took off his jacket. "Here. You can hide under this. I'm... guessing you 
can't keep up. I'll carry you again, okay?" 


"Okay." Zim pulled the jacket over his head. Dib scooped him up and headed up the stairs with 
an armful of jacket and shivering, elbowy alien. 


Chapter Sixteen: 


The outside air hit his throat with burning moisture. He coughed. 

"Are we out?" he said. 

"Yeah!" Dib said breathlessly. "We're finally out of that horrible place." 

"Oh, thank..." Zim had no idea who or what he wanted to thank. There were little stars behind his 
eyes. He could see nothing, thanks to the jacket over his face, and could also smell nothing 
because the jacket smelled overpoweringly of human. Absolutely overpoweringly. If he had 


anything left to vomit up he probably would. 


"I don't care what happens! I'm never going back in there!" Dib said. Zim felt the vibrations of 
his speech through his chest. 


He shuddered. Dib would certainly remember this. Forever. That Zim had been weak and had 
been at his mercy. This would prove trouble later, but now wasn't later and Zim wouldn't get far 
on his own, so he couldn't escape. 

In any case, never going back to that building sounded too good to be true. 

Up ahead, Tak snapped something. Dib sped up. His pounding footsteps were shaking Zim 
thoroughly. Yet he stayed conscious... completely, horrifically conscious. "What's going on? Oh- 


oh, it's the pack!" 


Was that a note of happiness? How dare Dib be happy now? Was... was his mind rupturing under 
the strain? With Zim weak and helpless in his arms? Couldn't going mad wait just one more day? 


Zim couldn't see anything and he couldn't smell anything, and he could mostly just hear rain 
falling. If he ventured to look out from under the jacket his face would melt off. 


"Oh, she's fine," Dib was saying. "Don't worry. Hi! What's up?" 

Zim heard an unfamiliar voice mumbling. He caught the word 'alpha' and understood it not at all. 
"Oh, thanks! They just want to say thanks, guys," said Dib. 

"Dib, what is happening?" Tak asked. 


"Oh, I helped some werewolves earlier. Hey- if you see any scientists could you catch them?" 


There was a pause. 

"Okay, great," Dib said, responding to some nonverbal signal or just insane. "Thanks!" Why did 
he sound so happy? How could he be happy? Everything stank. Figuratively and literally, 
because Zim's face was jammed into Dib's smelly arm. 

"All right, well, I guess you should get to safety," Dib said. "All right. Bye!" 

Zim heard retreating footsteps. 

"What," said Gaz, "was that?" 

Dib began to babble. "Oh, when you kill an alpha werewolf you become the alpha! I guess that 
one in our house was... and you... well, both of us kinda... anyway, feral werewolves have a 
whole culture and world of their own! And they adopt newcomers and just bring them on in, isn't 
that nice?" 

Zim turned his head, frowning. He had been too upset and preoccupied to really think much of it 
before, but Dib smelled funny. Like Dib, but... different. Not improved in the slightest, either. 
Then again, maybe he just smelled funny to Zim because Zim's senses couldn't possibly be 


working right. 


Some wetness was beginning to soak into the jacket and making contact with Zim's arm. He 
flinched, swallowing a yelp. Dib shifted his arms around Zim in a confining manner. 


"What do you mean, bring people in?" Gaz said. 


"When they infect people by biting them they become full members. Well, anyway," Dib was 
saying, "we need to go back to the ship." 


"Yes, Dib," Tak said, "that was where we were going before your friend arrived." 
"Oh. Well, she's gone now, so let's go." 


Yes, please. It was so cold out here. 


Dib laid Zim down on the cot with unexpected gentleness, being very careful of the gash in his 
shell. Dib backed up a few steps. "Do you need anything?" 


"No, I'm fine." Zim sounded weak and slushy to himself. He couldn't prevent Dib from doing 
anything he wanted to do. Dib could just scrape off a skin sample, or take blood, or... stick Zim 
into that empty stasis tube over in the other room... 


He raised his right arm. It was so heavy he immediately let it fall. Of course, Dib was 
preoccupied. With stuff. Zim didn't remember what stuff but lately Dib had definitely been very 
busy with something that was not Zim, for some reason. So maybe Zim was safe. 


"You don't need a bandage, or anything?" Dib was asking. "On that gash?" 


"It's fine, just go." There was nothing he wanted so much as quiet. Well, and a few other things, 
but DIb was not known for his patience. He didn't really want to help in the first place anyway, 
Zim didn't know what game he was playing. Offering bandages to his worst enemy? What? 


"All right." Dib stood there in silence a moment. Elsewhere in the ship Zim could hear Tak 
arguing with someone. "Well, I guess I'd better..." He turned away, one foot in the doorway and 
if he left, Zim would be all alone here and- 


"Wait!" 
Dib looked back. "What? What is it? You told me to leave!" 


"Well, I, eh, I- I-" Zim wadded up the hem of his coat between his hands. "I'm..." What? What 
could he possibly say here? Dib had brought up the injury to his shell but he didn't want that to 
be messed with. He didn't want to be touched. He didn't want to talk to Dib. He was sick of Dib's 
stench. "Forget it!" 


Dib shrugged and turned away once more. If he left, Zim would be completely alone. "Wait!" 
"Sheesh! What?" 


"Uh, I, uh-" He couldn't say he was in pain on the inside where a bandage wouldn't fix it, he 
couldn't say he was weak and afraid, because Dib would just leave then. Dib didn't want to be 
stuck with someone useless. And he didn't want to tell Dib he was afraid- Dib wouldn't help. Dib 
would just point out that they had escaped and there was nothing to be scared of. And there 
wasn't. Zim wasn't scared. He just, uh... 


Dib was waiting for him to speak. Zim swallowed and said "I'm cold." 


Yuck. He sounded pitiful. Being cold was easy to fix, though, right? It was better than other 
stuff. Zim was sure that it was. But he wasn't sure why he was sure. Maybe he wasn't sure. His 
head still really hurt. 


"Huh." Dib sounded, um, not happy. He'd known the Dib didn't really want to help. Dib didn't 
like weakness, not even in other humans. He was only offering these things out of... Zim had no 
idea why he was even offering. Maybe it was a mind game. Maybe Zim was supposed to know 
what to say, and he hadn't known. "Well, I'll look around. This place doesn't seem to be all that 
well stocked, but maybe there's a blanket or some heating pads or something. It is supposed to be 
an infirmary." 


So, Dib was actually going to try to help? Dib was going to stay? "Okay," Zim said. He settled 
into a more comfortable position and listened to Dib rustling around the place. 


"Hey, here's a blanket!" Dib said, almost immediately. 

Oh. That was fast. 

Dib came back to the cot holding a folded-up blanket. He handed it over. Zim pulled it over his 
head. "Get out. Out with you!" His chest was tight and his voice was not as forceful as he liked it 
to be. 


"Sure, whatever. So that's settled, I guess I'd better check on-" 


Zim pulled the blanket off his face with shaking hands. Dib was in the doorway. If he left, the 
room would be empty. 


"Wait!" 
Dib turned. "Now what?" 


"Uh..." Yeah, now what? Zim's hands were shaking really bad and he couldn't stop them. He hid 
them under the blanket. "I'm... I'm thirsty." 


"Oh." He heard Dib rummaging around some more. "You know, when I asked if you needed 
anything I kind of meant things like urgent medical attention, I wasn't volunteering to get you a 
pop. Although I suspect you knew that." 


Dib wasn't happy with him, but he was still in the room, and he wasn't attacking. Zim waited 
quietly for Dib to search the room. He wouldn't say anything at all. Then Dib would... um, not... 
Dib wouldn't... 


Zim had no idea what to do or not do to make Dib not be hostile to him. Doing nothing was 
easiest. 


"Well, I found a juice box or something. It has that Irken stamp on it, so it should be safe." Dib 
handed over the juice box. Zim took the wrapper off the little straw and started trying to jam it 
through the hole. It kept slipping. He couldn't make his hands be steady. 

"T'll get that," Dib said, taking the straw away and getting it into the box on the first try. 

"Eh." Zim took the juice box away, propping it on his knee so he wouldn't drop it, and took a sip 
from it. It felt funny and flat in his mouth like soda that had been sitting too long and lost all the 
bubbles, but it didn't taste like soda. 


"Was that everything?" Dib was saying. 


If he said no, he didn't know what else to ask for. If he said yes, Dib would leave. But... the last 
time he had been alone in this room something had come after him and it could again... 


Dib was peering into his face with that awful realizing look he got. Zim ducked his head. 


"Well," said Dib, "I'll be going then. You know- I'm not exactly going very far." Far enough for a 
monster or something to get between him and Zim. Also, Zim wasn't doing well at staying 
upright. "Also, Skoodge is in the next room. He would hear you if-" 


"If what? Huh?" And how much help did Dib really think Skoodge was? He'd called Zim 
contaminated and tried to kill him. Also, Skoodge was a coward. 


Dib shrugged. "I dunno. See you." 


He stood up and walked out of the room. Zim sipped from the juice box, a low whiny noise of 
sadness escaping from his throat. He did not like hearing himself sound sad... 


Dib and Skoodge were conversing in the next room in low tones. Oh, sure, Skoodge was worth 
staying in the room with. 


There was a sudden noise and Zim jumped. Dib had knocked something loose while rummaging 
and it had fallen. That was it. Zim's heart thumped in his ears. Why did the human have to leave 
anyway? What were the others doing that was so important? Nothing. Tak was probably looking 
at files or reporting to the Tallest, and she wouldn't want Dib's help with either. 


Oh. The Tallest. 


They couldn't see him this way. Not ever. But he couldn't just not report. They would go out of 
their minds with worry, knowing Zim had been coming to this horrible place... 


He whimpered again. The juice box was already empty. There was never anything in these. Zim 
never had them in the base. 


He carefully crushed the juice box in his fist. It took more effort than it should. He needed to rest 
but how could he when some horrible thing could come in here? It had before when he had 
dozed off in this very spot. And Dib hadn't actually helped with that incident. Maybe it wasn't 
such a bad thing that he'd left, since- 


Dib was coming back! Zim turned to face the doorway. That was him, right? Even Gaz's 
footsteps weren't that heavy. Yes- there he was! It was the Dib! 


"Back so soon?" he said. 


"Oh, just for a second." Oh no what was that look on his face? Dib looked- scheming. That was 
never a good thing. Why? Why this? Why now? They had a truce, didn't they? 


Zim shrunk away despite himself. 


"I have something for you," Dib said. His hands were behind his back. 

Zim shouldn't have asked for a drink. It had put Dib over the edge. He'd known if he was too 
needy Dib would get sick of him. He should have kept his mouth shut. "Oh, well, that's very- 
kind of you, but-" 

"Yah!" Dib pulled his hands out from behind his back. He was holding... but... huh? 

"He wasn't that badly broken," Dib said. "There were just some loose parts in his head. In fact, 
there's a lot of weird stuff in his head. Stuff that- smells like trash. But I had no idea what it was 
so I just left it there." 

GIR waved, dangling from Dib's meaty hand. "Hi!" 

Zim rubbed his eyes. GIR was still there. "Huh?" 

"Hello!" GIR said. 

Dib came closer. "I thought GIR would keep a better eye on you than Skoodge would. Here." He 
set the tiny robot down next to Zim on the cot. "There. And now GIR can fetch your stuff. And 
not me. Because that's GIR's job. And it's so not my job." 

"Hi!" GIR repeated. Zim waved mechanically at him. 

"Well," Dib said. "I'm gonna go do stuff." 

"Bye," Zim said. He was dimly aware of Dib looking him over before leaving. 

"Hi," GIR said again. "Hi juice box!" 

Zim was still holding the crushed juice box. GIR gently removed it from his hand and ate it. 
"GIR! It is you!" 

"Yeah hi." 

Zim opened his mouth and could not speak. His throat clenched and made no noise. 

"You got more juice?" GIR asked. 

He did not have more juice. "I... GIR, IL..." His chest and throat hurt and he was shaking. Again. 
Then it stopped. Everything stopped. He didn't feel anything. 


He flopped onto his side. GIR leaned over to peer into his face. "Are you taking a nap?" 


"Yeah. I guess." What had he been thinking about? This blanket sure was soft and warm. 


GIR curled up next to him. Good... what a good little robot... 


Zim sighed. GIR's hand slipped into his. Or maybe he had... no, GIR had done it. GIR was funny 
about that. Wanting to be all touchy-feely. Some kinda glitch he had. 


He yawned and GIR made a humming sound. 


Dib walked into the control room. Tak was surrounded by screens. Some of them had data 
displays and the rest were security camera views of the insides of the ship. Ah, Dib had forgotten 
that she was probably spying on him that whole time. 


"You turned on the robot?" Tak said. "Do you even know what he-" She broke off with a growl 
of frustration. 


"Hey," Dib snapped, with a venom that surprised him. "I don't see you offering to do anything!" 


"What do I have to do with you fixing up dangerous, unstable technology and setting it loose on 
my ship?" 


"You saw that whole thing! Zim! He's clingy and needy and whiny and you and Skoodge-" Dib 
broke off, searching for the right words. "You and Skoodge are his kind! You should be doing 
something. Why are you sticking me with your messed-up fellow alien? When he's defenseless 
and I'm the enemy of your entire species? I'm Earth's defender, you know! I could crush his 
head! I could just squish it!" He stamped his foot on the floor for emphasis. "Do you know how 
brittle his bones are?" Oh, wow! What if Zim's bones were brittle because they were hollow? 
That would mean- 


-Dib was losing focus. 

Tak sighed, rubbing her temples. "How do you people not get this. He's here in exile, Dib. He's 
not a real Invader. Although Skoodge seems to also not comprehend this. I think he's afraid of 
germs." 


"Hey. Hold on. What's that about not a real Invader?" 


"The Tallest sent him here to get him out of the way. There are no plans for your planet. Zim is 
of no value to us." 


Dib's mouth was hanging open. It wasn't as if he'd never thought about this- he wasn't stupid or 
anything- but it was different to hear Tak out and say it. 


He looked up at the video feed of the infirmary. Zim was curled up on the cot with GIR. Their 
foreheads were touching. Zim seemed to be passed out asleep and GIR was snickering at some 


private- maybe nonexistent- joke. 


"T've never seen him act quite like that before," Dib muttered. 


Tak frowned at the screen. "Filthy, abominable robot." 

"So- I've been defending Earth from..." 

"From a defective Irken." 

"All right. Huh. So, uh... what... what are you doing here?" 

"I'm going through data. I do not need your help." 

"I heard you arguing earlier." 

Tak shrugged. "Skoodge was complaining about the pace of the mission. It wasn't important." 


Hm, Dib didn't remember Skoodge ever complaining about the pace of Zim's mission, Zim's... 
non-starter three year long mission, but Skoodge was weird. Although Skoodge had left Zim's 
base after a while. Maybe that was why. "And my dad..." 


"I have no need of him right now, he is fine. Your job was to watch Zim. As in, keep him from 
destroying my ship. There's no need for you to hold his hand, I'm not requiring that." 


"He's asleep right now. He's not doing anything." And Dib hadn't held his hand at any point... 
Tak was probably speaking figuratively, though. Well, Dib hadn't done it figuratively either. Dib 
had just been carting Zim around because a live alien was too valuable to abandon in a 
warehouse. 


Dib looked back at the monitors. Zim often thrashed or talked in his sleep, but at the moment he 
was completely still. Every line of his body was slack. 


It was hard to reconcile that completely helpless image to wanton destruction, but of course Zim 
could just get up and start breaking stuff at any moment. He didn't even need evil intentions to do 
it, he could get freaked out and start blundering around the room. Oh, and he had wings now for 
some reason. He had a nearly eight-foot wingspan and poor motor control of it. There were a lot 
of breakable things on those shelves. And Zim had outright admitted he had nightmares and Dib 
had seen that he woke up screaming and flailing- okay- maybe it was not out of line to think he 
needed supervision. If he went off, he could do a lot of damage before Dib got back into the 
room to stop him. 


Dib looked at one of the other security camera feeds. Gaz was curled up next to Dad's... 
chamber... in the sleeping bag Dib had gotten her. Dib would need to talk to her but maybe not 
right now. Well, definitely not right now, because she was asleep. 


"So Zim has no legitimate ties to your government?" he asked Tak. 


"None whatsoever." 


Dib had been well aware that Zim was dumb and messed up but- he had just thought all Irkens 
were like that. "Huh. So..." Why was Tak telling him this? Did she have an ulterior motive? His 
head was pounding. It might be a lost cause to try to figure this out right now. "He's... not a real 
Invader? But he's gotten really close to destroying Earth before! I was the only thing between 
humankind and annihilation!" 


"Well, I suppose there's such a thing as dumb luck." There was a smirk playing around on Tak's 
face. Dib was pretty familiar with that smirk. Zim had one very similar to that- expect he was 
way more open about it, not hiding it over on the corner of his mouth the way Tak did. Hmm, if 
Zim and Skoodge and their leaders were all genetically related, maybe Zim and Tak were 
genetically related. Faux-cousins, maybe. That could be the family smirk. Sorta. Or it could just 
be a product of the arrogant monster-breeding Irken culture. 


Tak was saying something. "I didn't expect you to have friends out here." 


Dib didn't understand at first. "Oh, the werewolf? I met her and her pack a little earlier. They 
were wearing these collar things that I recognized from General Labs, so I took off the collars. 
They're glad to have the collars off. They wanted to thank me, so they sent their sub-alpha as a 
representative for the pack." And Dib had gotten there just in time. Tak had been about to stab 
the poor woman to death. 


"How very altruistic of you," Tak said, still with that smirk. 


"Yeah, well." The smirk was just as slappable as Zim's smirk, whether they had a genetic 
connection or not. 


"Now, Dib. This has been a fascinating conversation, but it's time for you to go." 


She gave every impression that she just expected him to follow her orders. Why? Why the heck 
would he do that? He wasn't going to do that! 


"I'm not sure I should leave you to your own devices," he said. "How do I know what you're 
doing out here?" 


Tak made a face. "I am not against you right now. The sooner I can finish this, the sooner you 
can leave." 


"You're just stopping these people? You're not taking any of their information to help out your 
evil empire?" 


"They don't know anything that's useful to us. Irken scientists are well familiar with the 
outcomes of these experiments." Oh. Uh, hm. "I've been very patient with you, Dib, but I can 
become violent if you want me to." 


"Well..." Dib sighed. His eyes hurt from exhaustion. "Fine." He hated giving Irkens the 
satisfaction of agreeing with them, but he could not think of anything more to do but watch Tak 
use the computer. He didn't want to watch Tak use the computer. "I'll go watch Zim." 


"Very bright of you." 


Dib headed back into the medical bay. His sleeping bag was still spread out on the floor. He sat 
down on top of it. It seemed suddenly as if he'd never left and gone to that awful place. Maybe 
he shouldn't have left, maybe Gaz would've been fine... had he really helped her? In any case, he 
shouldn't have brought Zim with him. He'd known Zim wasn't in good health and he'd let him tag 
along. It was weird to think of Zim tagging along, like a little dog or something, but... that had 
been what happened! He'd tagged along, and he'd said he would be fine, and now he was a 
million miles from fine, and... 


"Dib?" 


Dib's head snapped up. He was looking into puffy red-purple eyes. "Oh, I thought you were 
sleeping." 


"But I am not sleeping, Dib." 

"I can see that. Uh, it looks like we're kinda at a stall right now. With the investigation." Not that 
that would make much difference to Zim if he was stuck in bed anyway. Actually it had been 
Dib's investigation to begin with. He was mostly talking to himself at this point. 

"Okay," Zim said. 

"Tak's going through files." 

Zim nodded, squinting indecisively. He sat up. "I should, uh, do... something about that." 
"Really? Are you sure about that?" Zim couldn't even sit up without swaying. 

"Yes," he said with a little bob of his head. 

Dib cleared his throat. "Can you do anything about it?" 

"Yes, there must be something I can do." 

"I don't really think that's going to work out, Zim." 

Zim made a dismissive sound and rubbed at his eyes. It was interesting to have a couple other 
Irkens around to get better ideas of normal Irken behavior. Arrogance seemed to be a general 
Irken thing. Constant non-verbal vocalizations did not seem to be typical Irken behavior but 
rather an individual idiosyncracy of Zim's, specifically. Which was fine by Dib. It was a pretty 
annoying habit. It was nice that Tak and Skoodge didn't grunt and yelp and hum for no reason all 


the time. 


"You know you're not really going anywhere, right?" Dib said. "You're kinda having a hard time 
getting around." 


"But I have to..." 

"You have to what?" 

"[ have to- you know-" Zim was showing signs of distress. 

"What?" 

"T have to work! I'm an Invader." 

"You don't have to do anything! You're an alien." 

"But I promised the Tallest!" Zim whined. 

Dib considered the things Tak had said. There was no guarantee she wasn't lying, of course. 
Since she could be lying, and since Zim was in no condition to hear bad news, Dib would not ask 


him if his mission was fake. "Why does that matter?" he said instead. 


Zim gasped and puffed himself up in indignation. "You-" He coughed weakly. "You weak- 
minded, nnnrgh- un- unloyal-" He raised a shaking fist. 


Dib cut him off before he could get any more worked up. "I just meant why does that matter 
more than your obviously poor health." Did Zim just like being mad? Did he just make up 
reasons to get mad? Was that it? 

"Because... I can..." Zim stammered. "The T-Tallest are... I can get better. Later." 

Dib was tired, but he shouldn't just pass this up. A needy alien was opportunity for information. 
He would try being calm and neutral, as Zim seemed a little skittish. "I just was wondering why 
Tak can't do it." 

"I said I would do it." 


"But Tak can do it." 


"No." Zim wriggled. "I have to. They asked me. They want me. I'm the most capable. I should go 
out there, and-" He got to his feet and immediately fell to his knees. 


Dib scooped him up and put him back on the cot. Zim smelled a little bit like a car air freshener 
with heartburn. 


GIR was just sitting there on the end of the cot playing with his feet, mumbling sing-songily 
under his breath and reeking of Dumpster. Totally useless. Dang. Dib had really hoped activating 
GIR would be an easy solution to Zim's issues. 


Dib scrunched up his nose in thought. Zim gasped up at the ceiling, glassy-eyed. 


"Why is it so important to do what the Tallest said?" Dib asked. 


Zim swallowed hard and turned away. 
Dib kept pressing. "I mean, what'll they do if you don't? They're pretty far away." 
"They'll..." Zim blinked. "I don't know! I don't know. They'd be so upset." 


"Would whatever they'd do to you be worse than being completely incapacitated like this? Just 
make an educated guess." 


"I need to report, but- b-but-" 

"Why do you need to report?" 

"They can't see me this way.” 

"Why not?" 

"Stop!" Zim covered his face with his hands and rocked back and forth. 

Dib made his voice even. "I didn't mean to upset you. Don't laugh at that, I'm serious. I just don't 
understand what's so important about reporting. Can't Tak or Skoodge report in?" He almost 
asked if GIR could make the report. No, GIR could not make a coherent report. GIR seemed 


oblivious to the fact that a conversation was happening. 


"They might lie." Zim stared off into space, folding his hands by his throat. He glared back at 
Dib. "What are you doing?" 


Dib raised his eyebrows. "I'm... not doing anything. I'm just sitting here talking to you. That 
should be obvious, since you can see me." 


"Why are you talking to me?" 


"Because... I have a keen interest in gaining information about evil aliens who want to destroy 
me? That's not exactly new. At all. I'm not sure why this is a surprise!" 


Zim said nothing, staring at the wall, breathing raspily. 

"I don't know as much about your leaders as I do about you," Dib said. "Which makes sense. 
They're not here. So I'm asking about them! And you're tired and junk so I thought you might say 
more than you meant to." 

Zim's voice was gravelly. "I see." 


"This is pretty normal for me." 


Zim closed his eyes. "I will never tell you anything." 


"Okay. I guess I'm not surprised. I had to try, you know. I didn't mean to make you anxious, I 
was trying to lull you into a sense of security..." 


Zim snorted. Dib shrugged and crawled into his sleeping bag. "Anyway, I'm going to sleep, but I 
have the reflexes of a cat!" 


"Cats don't run away fast enough," GIR said out of nowhere. "I can grab them just like this! 
Grab!" 


"Lemme go," Zim mumbled. 


Okay... "Well, then, reflexes of something else. Don't try anything on me, is what I meant. I 
know you heal fast, Zim." 


"Mm," the alien said. 

Dib took off his glasses. "Don't break my glasses." 

"Mim." 

"GIR? Um, don't squish Zim, maybe?" 

"But I like to!" said the gray blur of GIR's head. 

"Mm," Zim complained. 

"But, uh... I don't think he likes it," Dib pointed out. 

"Aw,' GIR muttered. 

"Can you try not squishing his head just for the next... hour?" 
"T'll try..." 


"Thanks." Dib closed his eyes and buried himself down into the sleeping bag. 


Dib came out of a doze when a shout rang out from the next room. "What did you do?" 
That was Gaz's voice. Dib's dad was in that room! 


Dib ran into the room. Gaz was standing in front of a tube full of red liquid. Dad was still fine. In 
fact his arm had nearly grown all the way back. 


The test subject was gone. There was just the red liquid. "What happened?" Dib said. 


Gaz was staring and trembling. "He hit the shred button!" 


"What? Who did? Zim?" Wasn't Zim stuck in that cot? 

"No," she snapped, "that one!" 

Skoodge was standing in the corner, hands on hips and lower lip sticking out. "What I did, I did 
in my capacity as an Irken Invader to prevent contamination!" He reached out and hit a button on 
the tube. The liquid drained away. 


Zim was crying out from the med bay. "What's going on?" 


"Shut up!" Dib screeched back at him. "Skoodge, are you nuts? That's disgusting and 
counterproductive! What are you doing? Is everyone nuts but me? Huh? Huh?" 


"I was sick of looking at it," Skoodge said. "It was awful! And filthy! And it needed to be 
purged, so I purged it!" 


Tak had appeared in the doorway. "What is happening? Where did that test subject go?" 


"Skoodge killed it and flushed it down the toilet. It was gross. Can we go home now?" Gaz said 
shortly. 


"Skoodge, that was a valuable specimen!" Tak snapped. Dib shook his head. 


Skoodge folded his arms over his chest. "I had to. It wasn't safe. Besides, you recovered 
everything you need from the building in the data files so you didn't need it!" 


Tak pulled on her antennae. "You were not authorized to destroy it!" 
"I know, Tak, but-" 
"How dare you interfere with my specimens?" 


Skoodge flinched, wilting in the face of a stronger personality. Dib decided that (personal disgust 
and affrontery notwithstanding) this was not his problem, and he headed back into the medbay. 


Zim was sitting up in bed, shivering. "What's going on? What happened? Tell me!" 

"Skoodge used the 'shred' feature on that test subject. It's a pretty thorough shredding feature." 
"What?" 

"Then he drained it out of the tube. It was pretty gross, but... not as gross as it being alive... 
really." Dib rubbed the back of his neck. Yeah. Not really sorry to see it go actually. Just kinda 


grossed out. 


"Oh." Zim fell back on to the cot, breathing heavily. He looked pale and sticky. 


Dib didn't know how much time had passed, but his jacket had been damp from the rain, and he 
had folded it up on the floor to dry, and it was dry now. "Shouldn't you be better by now?" 


"Ugh. Yes. I don't know what's wrong. I mean- I'll be better in a minute." He closed his eyes, 
swallowing hard. 


Dib leaned against the wall. "Do you think it's stress?" 

"What?" 

"Tak said there was nothing wrong with you according to that machine thing. Stress can affect 
people's health. It seems weird to be talking to you like a human being, but it's possible. I mean... 
I don't know if stress would knock you out like this, but on top of metamorphosis, maybe? I don't 
know! I'm not a doctor." 

"Oh. Okay." Zim frowned. "What should I do about it?" 

"Calm down?" 

"How?" 


"Geez, I don't know! You only seem happy when you're destroying the lives of innocent people." 


Zim frowned and wrung the hem of the blanket between his hands. Dib watched him for a while. 
"Have you been biting your nails?" 


Zim squinted at him. "Maybe. Why?" 
"Your hands are all scabby." 
Zim looked down at them. "Huh. Yeah, they are." 


Skoodge and Tak were still arguing in the other room. Dib was no longer sure than napping was 
the best use of his time but he didn't know what else to do. 


Zim folded his hands in his lap, snuffling. Dib could always talk to him some more. "Why didn't 
you shred it?" 


"Huh?" 

"The test subject... you didn't like looking at it." 
"I don't know." 

"You don't know." 


Zim looked down at his hands. "That is what I said." 


Glass shattered in the other room. Dib's feet were rooted to the floor. Skoodge and Tak both 
cried out and went silent. 


Dib's forehead got clammy. "That thing wouldn't come back from being shredded, right?" 
Zim had pulled the blanket over his head. "No, it couldn't," he said in a muffled voice. 
Gaz's voice rang like a gong in the silence. "Dad!" 

Dib was in the next room in an instant. 


Professor Membrane's newly regenerated fist stuck straight out in front of him through a hole in 
the glass. Alien liquids puddled on the floor from where they had spilled out of the tube. 


Dib's jaw dropped. 
"What," his father thundered, "is going ON?" 


Dib tried to reply and just made a squeaking sound. 


Chapter Seventeen: 


"Dad!" Dib said. "Dad, look-" 


Tak and Skoodge were already in human disguises, Tak wearing a hologram and Skoodge in 
contacts and a wig. Dib's shoulders sagged. How? 


Of course, they would be prepared to see humans and would have their disguises with them. It 
wasn't some kind of personal attack against Dib, it just felt like one because this should be his 


chance. Was he ever going to get a chance? 


Dad kicked out the rest of the glass and walked into the room, standing there with his sodden 
clothes dripping onto the floor. "Children, you should not be here! This place is dangerous!" 


"This isn't the lab!" Dib yelped. "It's an alien spaceship!" 
"Dib, this is not the time for your fantasizing! This is serious!" 


This could not be happening. "But it's true! It's a spaceship, and... oh... never mind, it's just really 
not the lab, okay?" 


"I told you two to stay at the house! It's not safe!" 


"Something came after us!" Dib said. "A werewolf broke in- a real werewolf! Gaz saw it! Gaz, 
back me up. You saw it. Gaz!" 


Gaz's stony silence seemed to last forever. She wasn't going to back him up. No one was. 

"I wanted to go in there and get revenge on the people who did this," she said finally. 

Dib pressed his clenched fists to the sides of his head. "Seriously? Seriously? Are you still on 
this stupid-" Dib broke off there. No one was listening to him anyway. The only ones listening to 


him lately were Irkens! "This is stupid!" 


Dad looked around. "Hmm. This is a different building. Daughter, I forbid you to seek revenge 
in there! Neither one of you is going anywhere near that place!" 


"Yeah, thanks Dad," Dib said. "We already went in there and it was full of dead people and it 
stank and we left. No one's going back in." He realized that was a little irreverent. Well, he 
wasn't used to talking about recently-deceased. And all the ghosts he'd seen had a good sense of 
humor about being dead, he wasn't used to being all polite about it either. 

But some of those people in the lab had been innocent test subjects. He should be respectful. 
"And you've brought your friends here?" Dad said, eyeing Tak and Skoodge. 

"They're not friends. Dad..." There was no point to it all. There was no point to saying anything. 
There was no point to life. Geez. "Forget it." Dib turned away, folding his arms over his chest. 
"They just showed up, okay?" 


"If you don't want me to get revenge, can we go home?" Gaz asked. 


"Yes! You two are going home at once! And you other two should go home to your parents!" 
Dad checked his pockets. "Hmm. Son! Do you have your cell phone on you?" 


"Uh, I... I don't even know any more. Dad, this is seriously a space ship. It's a space ship." 


Dad rubbed his chin. "Where is this place?" It was a space ship. Come on. Dib had just said it 
was a space ship. 


"It's my father's portable auxillary meat processing plant," Tak said sweetly- or the Irken version 
of 'sweetly', meaning 'shrill and condescending’... ly. What a creature with no concept of 
kindness thought sounded like kindness. "I invited Dib over because he was worried about you." 


"How very kind of you, little girl! And is this your little brother?" 


Tak cast a look of undisguised contempt at Skoodge, who saluted and clicked his heels. "Yes, 
sir!" 


"I'm astonished to meet you in person, Dr. Membrane," Tak said. Wow! She couldn't even keep 
Dad's stage name straight. "I watch your show every day. Do you ever give interviews? I write 
for my school paper!" 

How had Dib ever liked her? Ever? 

"Now is not the time, little girl," Dad told her. 


Tak clasped her hands, grinning. "I understand. I'll just tell Daddy's chauffeur to take us to your 
home to drop off Dib and Gaz." 


"Yes! We have to go now!" 
"Dad, what will you be doing?" 


"I need to go back to my laboratory to confer with the staff." Okay. At least he wasn't going back 
into the warehouse. 


"T'll take you!" Tak chirped. "After my friends are safe." 

"Hmm..." Dad rubbed at his chin. "I suppose that will work. Tell the driver to set off!" 

Tak skipped out of the room. 

Dib turned to Dad. "She's evil. She's just going to tie you up or something as soon as I'm gone 
and torture you for information. Don't talk to her! We should just get out of the ship. There's a 
car down there on the ground we can use." 

"Don't call my sister evil!" Huh? 

Dib looked down and found a bristling Skoodge glaring up at him. "Oh, shut up, Skoodge." 
Skoodge put his hands over his eyes. "He's so mean to my sister!" 

Dib kicked him. 

"Son!" Dad said. "I understand you're upset but this is uncalled for. Sit down and let me arrange 
things. Gaz, keep an eye on your brother. Dib, you know how I indulge your fantasies, but now 


is not the time!" 


Dad stormed off after Tak. Dib put his hands over his face. This was all so stupid. Dad only 
called him by name when he was really in trouble, too. 


When he looked up, he found Gaz surveying the hallway Dad had entered with a pensive tilt to 
her head that made Dib's blood run cold. "Don't worry," she said. "Tak's not going to get away 
with this." 


"Oh. Good. No one is listening to me." 


Skoodge was looking up at him with big round eyes. "What are you going to do?" 
"Like we're gonna tell you! Get out of here! Shoo!" 
Skoodge made no motions to leave. He looked sad. 


What made him think he could look at Dib like that? One needy alien was more than enough. He 
didn't owe Skoodge anything. 


"Get out of here and don't you dare say anything to Tak. I'll beat you up!" Wait. That sounded 
ridiculous. "I'll haul you into the labs and let you get contaminated. I'll just throw you out there 
in the rain and let you melt." That sounded more ridiculous. "Go on! Scat!" Man! Dib was not 
doing well with his threats today. 

Skoodge looked over at Gaz. 

"Go," she said. 

Skoodge scurried back and forth indecisively and headed off after Tak. 

Dib turned to Gaz. "What did you have in mind?" 

"T'm still thinking." 

"Think fast." 

"Don't push me, Dib." 

"Okay. Sorry. But think fast, okay?" 

Gaz crossed the room at a deliberate pace and stood in the doorway, watching. 


Dib shifted his weight from foot to foot. He stuck his head into the medical room. 


GIR was sitting on the edge of the cot, swinging his legs back and forth and humming. Zim was 
huddled under the blanket with only his antennae visible. 


"You okay in there?” Dib said. 

Zim made a weak thrashing motion like a fish dropped on the bottom of a boat. 
"Is that a yes or ano?" 

No answer. 

"I have to go check on something," Dib babbled. "I'll be right back!" 


He dashed out into the hallway. Everyone was gathered in the ship's control room. 


They all stood arranged in a neat little circle, with Tak in the center, seated at the control banks, 
swiveling slowly back and forth in the chair with her head held high like a queen on a throne and 
somehow appearing to play with her computer-generated hair. "Hello, Dib." 


Gaz's face was impassive. Dad was inspecting his newly-regenerated arm. Skoodge scuffed at 
the floor. 


"What's happening?" Dib said. 


"Why nothing," Tak said. "I've asked the chauffeur to take us to your home. We're on the way 
there now. Didn't you say you wanted to go to your home?" 


"There is no chauffeur. You're an alien! And you used a control panel! To set a course for your 
spaceship!" 


Tak's holographic eyebrows arched. "Where is this coming from?" 


"Son," Dad said, "I understand you're upset about something! But as I have told you, now is not a 
good time!" 


"She... she's an alien. He is too! Hey!" Skoodge was pulling something out of his Pak. "Is that a 
weapon?" 


"This is my knitting, Dib, I'm bored!" Skoodge complained in response and he sat down and 
really did start knitting, all right, now Dib really had seen everything. "I don't have any work to 
do." 


Gaz knew all of it was true, but she wasn't saying anything. Dib stared at her. She shrugged a 
little bit. She'd said she would do something, why wasn't she doing anything? 


"You said you were going to interrogate my dad!" Dib accused. 
Tak smiled and tossed her head. "Yes, for the school paper!" 
"We don't even have a school paper!" 

"I don't go to your school anymore, Dib. I transferred." 

"But-" 


Tak turned to Dad. "Professor Membrane! Would you mind telling me about the kind of 
technology that can give someone the ability to break out of a stasis tube?" 


"That's not for children to know!" Dad growled. 


"Just wondering!" 


Dad rubbed his chin. "You shouldn't even know what that kind of tube does! Why does your 
father's plant have one of those?" 


"She's an alien," Dib said quietly. 
"It's to keep meat fresh," Tak said. 
Dad nodded. "Of course!" 


Dib looked at each face in the room and saw nothing helpful on any of them. "None of you are 
going to listen to me." 


Tak smirked. 


Tak was good at getting what she wanted. Zim was good at getting what he wanted. What did 
those Irkens do to get what they wanted? Besides use evil technology? They lied. They lied and 
sucked up to people. 


"Can- can we all go to the lab together? Tak? My dad's lab, I mean?" Dib clasped his hands. 
"And then we can all go home together after that? You see, I... I don't want to be away from my 
dad, I've been so worried about him. You're so nice and so close to your own dad, you must 
understand that, right? I'm sorry, I'm just... so scared for him to be alone..." 

"Well, I don't think that's what your father wants," Tak chirped. "We should respect our fathers!" 
Dib ground his teeth. "But-" 


"Now, hold on a second," Dad said. "I think it might be a good idea to all go to the lab together. 
Dib, perhaps your little girlfriend would like a tour!" 


Even Tak looked strained at that. 
Dib's teeth ground together. "Girlfriend? Girlfriend? I've been disagreeing with everything she's 
said this whole time! How could you think she's my girlfriend? She's an alien! She's even worse 


than the other aliens!" 


"Little girl, please instruct your chauffeur to set a course for my laboratory!" Dad said to Tak. 
"Let me know if he needs any directions." 


"Certainly, I'll just tell him through this console here," she said, turning away. It was a control 
panel. For a spaceship. 


"Thanks for nothing," Dib told Gaz. "T'll be in the medical bay. Let me know when we're there. 
You probably won't. I'll come out and see." 


"Have fun, son," Dad said. 


In the medical room, Zim was sitting up in bed wrapped up in a blanket and squinting. 

"Hey," Dib muttered. 

Zim grunted. 

"You're an alien too!" 

Zim grunted again. 

"Sorry, you knew that." Dib sighed. "Maybe I should go back out there." 

Zim twitched. "You just were out there." 

"No one out there is making any sense!" 

GIR waved at him. "Hi." 

"Yeah, hi," Dib muttered, leaning against the door. "You're still wrong about Gaz!" 

"What?" 

"She's a better person than you!" 

"Mm?" Zim rubbed his eyes. 

There was a hot, cloyingly sweet scent in the air. Dib frowned. "Are... are you bleeding?" 

Zim sighed and turned his head to squint diapprovingly over his shoulder. Dib inched closer. The 
cut in Zim's shell had started bleeding again, sending little sticky pink streaks wandering over the 
sheets. It looked like the clots that had formed on it earlier had gotten caught on the blankets and 


torn off. 


Well, sure! Of course Zim was bleeding. Of course everything that could go wrong was going to 
go wrong. 


"I'm doing something about that," Dib said, going to the shelves. He heard Tak talking from 
outside, and Gaz replying sharply. He grit his teeth. 


Zim shook his head and lay on his side, sniffling. Dib had found some little packets of what 
looked like sterilizing wipes, and some gauze. He knelt next to the cot. 


He opened one of the packets. The unique sting of ethanol hit his nose. "Whoof! Hold still, I'm 
going to clean that wound. Um, this is going to hurt, sorry. It's disinfectant." 


Zim buried his face into the sheets, his ragged claws digging into the fabric. Dib almost thought 
he could taste the bewildered terror- it was bitter. 


He looked down at the ragged tear in Zim's shell. Was this really something he should be doing? 
Zim was an alien, he was evil, he probably deserved to be in pain and get an infection... 


But Dib could fix it for him. So easily. 

Dib gently touched the alcohol swab to the wound. Zim whimpered, but didn't struggle even 
though it had to hurt. Had he gotten it through his skull that this was for his own good, or was he 
still just too weak to fight Dib off? 

The gash was narrow but looked deep, and there were shallower cuts on each side of it that Dib 
had missed earlier because they weren't bleeding. The smaller cuts seemed to have not penetrated 
through this chitin or keratin or whatever weird hard protein made up the protective layers of the 
shell. Not deep enough to hit blood vessels. Of course that was a guess. Maybe later Dib could 
coerce the little guy into getting an X-ray, this shell was interesting. He could probably talk Zim 
into it pretty easily by daring him to do it or saying the test would give him superpowers. 

"Okay, that's clean," Dib said eventually, clearing his throat. He stuck on the gauze. It was a little 
crooked. He started to pull it off to straighten it and Zim flinched. Dib pulled his hand away and 
backed up. 

Zim observed him with one glazed eye. "Why did you do that?" 


"Sorry, it was bugging me," Dib said. It had somehow slipped his mind that pulling off the 
bandage would be painful. 


Zim squinted at him. "Bugging you?" 
"The gauze was crooked. It's not important." 
"No, why did you insist on doing this?" 


"Oh. You just had this gaping open wound for no reason. There's no reason for you to be 
bleeding all over, this is a medical room." 


Tak's shrill laugh came through the door, slightly muffled. Dib sighed. He had briefly forgotten 
about that in the drama of fresh blood and medical stuff. All too briefly. 


"I shouldn't be doing this. I shouldn't be using you as a distraction." Dib ran his fingers through 
his hair. "You're not doing anyone any harm in here. I don't need to watch y-" 


"GIR! Dib, help!" 
Dib turned. "Ew," he said. Zim was holding GIR back from trying to lick the bloody sheets. 
"Hold him back. I can't hold on." His eyes were bulging. "GIR, stop that!" 


"That's... disgusting." 


"He cannot get a taste for me!" 


Er, all right. Dib pulled GIR away and put him on the floor. GIR twisted around and twined his 
arms around Dib's arms. "Hello!" 


Zim collapsed, wheezing. "Oh, he eats live animals, doesn't he?" Dib said. 

GIR giggled and licked at Dib's arm. 

"I don't think GIR would, uh... actually I have no idea what he'd do." Dib looked down. GIR 
gazed up at him with mindless, mechanical eyes. "Zim, that's not good that you're worried your 
robot might cannibalize you." Was 'cannibalize' the right word in this situation? GIR wasn't an 
Irken. 

"Mm." Zim lay back down. His lower lip jutted. 

GIR let go of Dib's arm and bounded over to the shelves. "I'm gonna break stuff!" 

Dib grabbed his hand. "Don't break stuff!" 

GIR twisted back and forth at the end of his arm. "Unh! Unh!" 

"Geez!" Dib looked over at Zim. "Is there anything that can keep him quiet?" Taking him out of 
the room wouldn't help. That would just leave Zim alone and GIR wreaking havoc somewhere 
else. 

"TV," Zim mumbled. 

"There's no TV here!" 

"No good." 

"What do you mean, no good?" 

Zim voice rose to a brittle screech. "Quiet, Dib! I can't think with you yelling at me!" 

"Geez! Sorr-ee!" 

"There's nothing that will hold him but the TV set!" 

Dib dug in his pockets. "What about some kind of toy?" 

Zim began to root in his own pockets. He pulled out a small card. "Eh-" 


"What's that?" 


Zim handed it over. It was that woman's access card, from the lab. The smell of her blood was on 
it. "Oh," Dib said. 


GIR took the card and put it in his mouth. 

"Oh, no," Dib said. 

GIR sat down on the floor, silently chewing the card. 

Dib cleared his throat and rubbed the back of his neck. "This doesn't feel right. I feel like we 
should- bury that, or something. Hey, do you think those people will be taken out of there? And 


buried? Should- should we have done that? I'm gonna ask my dad, I think..." 


He reached out to tug the card away from GIR. He tipped his head back and swallowed it. 
"Nyah! " 


"Did you teach him to do this?" Dib said. "Eat animals and the possessions of dead people?" 


"No." Zim was just lying there silently. His big pink eyes were impossible to read. "What's going 
on out there?" 


Oh, right- Zim had no idea what was going on out there because he was in this little room and no 
one had filled him in. "My dad broke out of that tube." 


"That's not possible." 

"It happened." 

"I'm glad Skoodge killed that other thing." Zim turned his face away. 
GIR smiled and rocked back and forth. 


"We're going to his lab now," Dib said. Zim tensed. "My dad's lab. The good lab. Uh, you can 
stay here. You probably should." 


"Okay." 
"We could be gone for a while, are you going to need anything?" 


"No, I don't think so." Zim sounded very tired. He had recovered from a broken arm overnight 
just a few days ago, and now he couldn't even get over a cut... 


It was probably a good thing that Zim couldn't shake his fatigue and weakness. Dib had enough 
evil aliens bouncing around. Maybe Zim would be able to talk Dad into things Dib wanted him 
to do, but just as easily he could end up yelling at Tak and Skoodge over stupid alien stuff and 
making everything worse. It was better with him in here. 


"All right. Um... okay then." Dib gnawed the inside of his lower lip. Was this awkward or was it 
just him? 


Zim made a huffy noise. "I hope you don't want any thanks for... putting bandages on me. I didn't 
ask you to do that." 


Dib waved his hand. "I wasn't doing it for you to begin with." Dib stretched. "Well, guess I'd 
better get ready to go and... face Tak... somehow." 


Zim partially unfolded his wings and re-folded them with a wince. "Good luck." 

"Hmm." Dib was prone to suspect sarcasm in that, but Zim probably did prefer him over Tak at 
the moment. After all, Dib carried Zim around and provided him with medical care while Tak 
chatted away about how Zim should be dead. "Do your wings hurt?" 

"Why?" 


"You flinched. I was just wondering." 


"Yes, they... they're sore." Zim fiddled with the hem of the blanket. His voice dropped low and 
grumbly. "I don't like them." 


Dib adjusted his glasses. "They're brand new. You probably have to break them in. Like shoes. I 
don't know. Not like shoes. Most creatures have to get used to their wings, though. Like how 


butterflies have to let theirs dry, and what not. And birds fall a lot and stuff. I'm stalling. I have 
to go out there and face my enemy. Not you, my actual formidable enemy!" 


"Mm." 
"So, uh, good night, I guess." 
"Mim." 
Dib stepped out of the room. 


It was surely only a minute later when Zim sat up, turned towards the door and called for Dib 
and Dib did not appear. 


Zim listened and heard nothing whatsoever from the hallway. GIR was sitting on the floor, 
playing with pieces of broken glass. When had he broken something? Zim had heard nothing. 


Maybe Zim had entered a repair cycle without noticing. Or simply dozed. He did ache less than 
he had previously, though not by much. So then Dib was gone? 


Yes. He'd said they were going. To his father's laboratory. They would be safe there. No urgent 
danger. 


Zim leaned over, propping his hands on his knees and sighing. His head was sluggish and his 
mouth tasted grimy with sleep. He had slept. And no dreams for once. Maybe the dreams were 
finally going away. The bed was warm, and sort of soft. Ish. If he lay in the right position. 


But there was much happening. Zim could not sleep now. It would be irresponsible. "GIR, what's 
going on?" 


"Nuthin," GIR said, nudging the shards of glass underneath the cabinet. 


Zim rubbed the stickiness out of the corners of his eyes. "I know you broke something. I'm not 
angry." 


"You're nooot?" 

"No. " 

"You kay?" 

"I dunno." Zim must have slept with his foot tucked underneath him somewhere because it was 
numb. He swung it back and forth, trying to shake the static out of it. "My skin itches." And it 
had a grimy feel to it. 


"Yay! Fleas!" 


"No, it's not fleas! I'm covered in filthy Earth scum. I think it's starting to eat away at my flesh. 
Tak wouldn't let me use her cleaning facilities." 


Zim's foot felt prickly. He tapped it on the floor. 


"Tak went away," GIR said. "She an' the fat smelly guy-" He must mean Skoodge. "-and Gaz and 
Dib. And their big tall friend." 


The big tall-? 

Zim's air sacs collapsed. He tipped his head back, staring at the ceiling. Closed. No sky. He 
looked down at his knees. Hold on. GIR did call the Tallest the ‘big tall guys' but the Tallest were 
not here. They were safe. "Big tall friend?" 

"Dib's daddy!" Right. Yes. Zim knew that and had really known all along. It was as though his 
body wanted to react in fear, with reeling insides and cramped chest and sweat, and it would do 


so at the slightest opportunity. 


GIR continued, having noticed nothing amiss. Good. "They wouldn't let me go with them! And 
they didn't want no kiss goodbye!" 


Zim took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. "I've told you not to kiss people." 
"I kissed you when you were sleeping!" 
Zim got to his feet, almost steadily. "I'm going to use the cleaning facilities." 


"Yay!" GIR clapped. "We're gross!" 


Zim knew where the room was from the time he'd spent living on a ship of this same model, and 
it was not a very long walk, but it felt much longer than it should. Even after the prickles went 
out of his foot. 


He was breathing a little harder when he got to the shower room. He sat down on a bench. "This 
is not good," he said, propping his head in his hands. 


"What's not good?" 

Zim jumped a little. GIR had loyally accompanied him here. 
"T'm still so weak," Zim said. 

"Maybe you need a hug and it'll be okay!" 


Ah, the things that robot said. "No, GIR. No amount of affection is going to help me. Being clean 
might help, though." 


He stood up, arching his back and stretching his wings. They felt a little compressed. Maybe he'd 
been lying on top of them too. 


GIR screeched. 
"What? What is it?" Zim's head snapped around. "Help! D- Dib!" 
"You got stuff on your back!" GIR cried. 


Zim sat back down, pressing against his wildly hammering heart. "GIR, don't... do that..." He 
hung his head for a minute, regulating his breathing. This could not be allowed to continue. Zim 
would have to regain control of his traitorous meat body... 


Hold on. GIR had been startled because he hadn't seen... GIR had not known about the hideous 
metamorphosis. Of course he was startled. "GIR," he said, "I know this must alarm you, but it's 
only temporary. I..." 


GIR had come very close to him while he was distracted and now GIR slipped his hands 
underneath Zim's shell and drew out his wings, holding them straight out in front. Zim hadn't 
realized his wings were that flexible. It didn't cause him any pain or discomfort to have them 
pulled straight out like that, but he couldn't seem to get that range of motion under his own 
power. Maybe because they were new. 


"T like these," GIR said. 
Really? 


"They're beautiful," GIR whispered. 


Zim raised an eyebrow. He had never agreed with GIR about what was and wasn't a filthy 
abomination, he was not terribly surprised to not agree with him now. 


GIR was trying to lick them. 

"Er, no, GIR," Zim said. "Let go of that." 

GIR let go and- with some difficulty- Zim folded them back up under his shell. 

He took off the backwards coat he'd been wearing and dumped it on the floor. He kicked off his 
boots. The pants were part of the standard-issue Invader uniform and the cleaning fluid would go 
straight through them, so he could leave those on. 

He headed into the nearest stall. He reached up to turn the sprayer on and glanced down. 

GIR beamed up at him. 

Most Invaders did shower with their SIR units. They had loofahs attached and things like that. 
Zim did not shower with his SIR unit. Ever. 

"No, GIR," Zim said. "You'll get your bath later." 

"Okay," GIR said. He stepped out of the stall. 

Zim slid shut the privacy door and locked it just in case. He turned on the cleaning spray. 

It came out stone cold all over his head. Gasping, he jabbed at the temperature controls. Hot. 
Cold. Warm. Oh, yes. Good. There. Hopefully it would stay that way. He'd never known a public 
shower to not suddenly lose heat at random intervals. 


There was no soap in here. "GIR, find me some cleansing chalk," Zim said. 


"Okey-dokey." Zim heard the little robot clattering around. Hopefully he would stay on task and 
not come back with some disgusting new variety of food. 


He looked down. The bottom of the chamber was turning muddy. All that mud had come off of 
Zim's skin. 


He yelped aloud. 


GIR made a fanfare noise and something arced over the top of the shower door and hit Zim in 
the head. He froze, folding his arms over his head and trembling. 


"Soap," GIR said from just outside. 


"Oh," Zim mumbled. He picked the soap up off the floor and opened it. It appeared to be real 
soap. He started rubbing the skin on his cheeks and between his eyes. 


So Dib and everyone were off at Membrane's lab. Zim had the run of the place. He could do 
whatever he wanted with Tak's ship. So what should he do? 


He could probably fly Tak's ship back to the new white building, but then what? He didn't have 
any weapons. And he'd been no match for those people even way back before any of this 
happened, when he'd been in better physical condition.. The most he could do when faced with 
the test subjects was to get up high out of reach, and when he'd run into a scientist, he'd just 
stammered around and hoped it would continue to die on its own. 

The skin on his face felt sore. He had scrubbed it raw. He shifted to scrubbing his arms. 
"GIR?" he said aloud. 

"Yeeeees?" 

"We're alone here, yes?" he confirmed. 

"Yes ! " 


"Good." Kind of. If anything happened, it would just be him and GIR... 


The cleanser hit a certain spot on his shell and he winced. He glanced over his shoulder. There 
was a white square stuck to the sore spot. Ah, right. Dib had put that there. 


"Master?" 


Zim blinked. He had been zoning out almost to the point of dozing upright. The cleaning spray 
was warm. "What?" 


"Why you got wings now?" 

"I don't know." Zim went back to scrubbing his arms. 

"Can I get wings?" 

Zim snorted. "No, you can't. You wouldn't want them anyway." 
"Do you miss Dib?" 

"Uh, no." 

"You was yelling for him!" 


"Was I?" Zim's arms were turning faintly pink from scrubbing. He started scrubbing his chest 
and belly. "Why would I do that?" 


"T don't know! You're weird!" 


"Weird? Invader Zim?" Zim pulled a scab off of his lower lip with his teeth. His hands stung 
where the soap was getting into all the little cuts from his torn nails. 


He expected to feel angry but found he did not. "I suppose I do feel... un-normal." 

"You gonna 'splode!" 

"No! No, GIR, I thought I told you I've taken measures to prevent that." 

"Oh!" 

"[ just feel... oh, dunno. It's nothing. I'll just have to work through it." 

Zim had worn down the bar of soap to a nub and still needed to clean his legs. And his wings, if 
he dared. He felt off balance still so maybe he would try to clean his shell first instead of trying 


to bend over to get his legs. 


The room was very quiet. His skin was raw in many places now and it stung. It felt worse then it 
had with the mud on it, but also better, as it was clean. 


"You want me to ask what's wrong again?" GIR said. 

"No. Well, maybe." 

"What's wrong, master?" 

"Nothing seems fun anymore..." The warm cleaning spray felt soothing on the aching roots of his 
wings. He tipped his head forward to let it hit his upper back more directly. He watched the 


cleaner spiral down the drain. It was no longer tinged with dirt. Good. "A few hours ago I came 
across a hated enemy lying in a pool of blood," he said. 


"Yay! Blood!" 


"Right, but I didn't take any pleasure in the death of a known enemy againt the Irken Empire! I 
just felt sick." 


"Aww! But blood's all squishy!" 


"Yes, squishy. Erhm." Zim shifted his shell to let the cleaner get underneath it. The heat felt just 
as good on his wings as it did on his shoulders. "It was almost like I didn't want him to die. 
Except I did. Because he hurt me. I mean- he might have, if he got up. But I'm not supposed to 
want these people dead because they'll do stuff to me! I'm supposed to crush them because I'm an 
Invader!" 


"Life is so hard," GIR said. 


"Tt is. But we're harder, GIR. Go find me a towel." 


"That's what she said!" 
"Just get the towel!" 


Zim turned to the side, moving the right half of his shell over a little to let more of the nearly-hot 
cleaning fluid run over his folded wings. 


Just as he did so the cleaner ran ice cold for a second. 


"YARGH!" 


"So, we're... kind of in the middle of a crisis... and we're taking time out to give Tak a tour of 
your lab why?" 


Dib's voice was trembling. Dad seemed entirely unconcerned. Tak stuck close to his side, 
giggling like a groupie. 


"Because there's never a bad time to teach children about science!" Dad boomed. "Besides, I 
realized that there is no safer place on Earth than my laboratory." He pointed in the air. "I think 
all of you should stay with me!" 

"Uh huh,” Dib muttered. 

The place seemed kinda quieter than usual. Maybe it was on lockdown. 


"Now come down here to see something special," Dad said. 


Dad led them down a stairway to a dark hallway. The darkness reminded Dib too much of the 
other, more murdery lab for his liking. This was his dad's lab. It should be a safe place, right? 


"I don't see anything good down here," Dib said, "just a bunch of weird empty rooms." 


"Son, I want you to go into that one!" Dad said. "And take your little friends. Gaz, stay back 
here! You've already seen it!" 


Dib headed into the room with Skoodge and Tak in tow. "There's nothing in here," he said. 


He turned to see... a force field blocking his exit. A force field just like the ones in the other 
place. "Uh, Dad?" 


"I'm sorry, son, I know this probably upsets you, but I can't trust you to keep yourself safe," Dad 
said. 


Tak was no longer smiling. Skoodge looked confused. 


"Dad... no," Dib said. "You don't trust me?" 


"You are a headstrong little boy and if I don't take measures to contain you, you'll do something 
reckless!" 


"But I can help! If you just-" 


"Now, Dib!" Dib fell silent. Dad never used his name unless he was really in trouble. "You know 
as well as I do that the moment you disagree with me, you'll disregard my instructions. You've 
disobeyed me several times in the past 72 hours! And these matters are too dangerous to meddle 
with! I cannot be sure of your safety unless you are trapped in this room! And the same goes for 
your friends. I've seen what mischief you've gotten that little foreign boy into!" 


"But, Dad..." 
"No buts!" 


Dib rested his palms against the force field. It buzzed softly against his skin. It felt warm. "Why 
does Gaz get to be free?" 


"Because she's my obedient child! You will stay there! Normally, your willfulness is a positive 
part of your personality even when you use it for crazy things! But in this situation, it could lead 
to a horrible end! And there are only so many times your head can handle being restarted! So, 
son, you'll stay there until it's safe." 


Dad turned and started walking away with Gaz following close behind. 

"But, Dad, Gaz, I..." Dib sat down on the floor. He couldn't find any more words. 

"Well, this is inconvenient," said Tak. She began to work on the force field with her Pak. 
"Oh, good, you're letting us out," Dib said. "I can make them see reason if I just-" 


"T'm letting myself out," Tak interrupted. "Professor Membrane is obviously uncooperative, and 
I'm no longer certain I need him at all, now that I have the data I recovered. I certainly don't need 
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you. 
"But I saved you. Back at the lab." 


Her eyebrows rose. "So?" She stepped through the force field and turned to face Dib. "Perhaps 
Zim has spoiled you by treating you like you're important. You are a human, Dib, and I am an 
Irken Invader. Your planet is only so much fodder for the Irken war machine. And so are 
humans." 


That little smirk was on her face again. "You like this, don't you?" Dib said. "This is just some 
stupid game to you aliens, isn't it?" 


"Well, consider this, if Earth is ever conquered it's probably going to be turned into a parking 
garage. Anyway, I get the feeling you think I owe you something. No Irken has ever owed 


anyone anything. I hope you're not expecting Zim to repay you, either. He won't. He won't repay 
your favors and he can't repay your kindness. Just ask Skoodge." She tossed her head. "Well, I'm 
off. I probably won't contact you before I leave, so this is goodbye." 


She turned and walked away. 


"Don't come back! You stink," Dib hollered after her. He turned to Skoodge. "You can do that 
too, right? Get us out of here?" 


Skoodge looked a little sweaty. "Well, in theory I can! But I was never all that good with... that 
kinda stuff. That's the kinda stuff Zim always did." 


"Wow! And yet, you're the one who took over a planet. How'd that happen?" Dib hugged his 
knees to his chest, sighing. This was the fourth room he'd been trapped in lately, by his count. It 
was getting old. The whole being trapped in rooms thing. 

"I put stuff in the water," Skoodge said. 

Dib hadn't expected a real answer. "You what?" 

"They had filthy burning water, like Earth's water. So I got this stuff off the Vortian black market 
and put it in the water. And then once they got it, they spread it to each other somehow. It was 


disgusting! They dropped like flies!" Skoodge sat down on the floor. "But it worked." 


Dib stared at Skoodge as if he'd never seen him before. "You didn't need their water supply... so 
you could do whatever you wanted to it. That's genius! That's sick, twisted, evil genius!" 


"Oh, thanks. Yeah, it's all part of the job." Skoodge stretched. "It would have been trickier if the 
slaughtering rat people were planned for slavery, but they weren't! The Almighty Tallest wound 
up killing them all, so it didn't matter that I got rid of all their best workers." 


Dib's skin crawled. 


Skoodge was not condescending like Tak. He was not vicious like Zim. He had never seemed 
particularly objectionable. But... 


Dib inched away from him. "Could you try to do that, though? Go through the force field?" 
Skoodge went up to it and looked at it. "What do you think she did to it?" 


"I don't know. It didn't look like she did anything to it. Maybe she changed something in her Pak 
so she would go through the field instead of being blocked." 


Skoodge looked carefully at the force field. He did something with his Pak and then stepped 
through it. "Hey! It worked!" 


"Okay, great! Now let me out," Dib said. 


Skoodge turned to the control panel. An alarm sounded. "Unauthorized tampering detected!" 
Skoodge yelped and ran off. The alarm stopped. 

"Thanks for nothing," Dib muttered. 

At least it was nice and quiet without him. 


Dib rubbed the bridge of his nose. He was pretty tired all of a sudden. Maybe getting out of here 
wasn't such a big deal. The quiet was nice, and Dad and Gaz would be fine. They were just in 
Dad's lab and all. 


There was nothing he could do anyway... 


Tak heard muttering when she came onto the ship. When she checked the med bay, Zim was 
huddled in a corner. 


He jumped and turned to face her, wide-eyed. "Ah! It's not what it looks like. I mean, it is! It is 
exactly what it looks like. I took a reasonable share of your food, Dib, because I need it and 
because- um- this planet-" 


"Dib is not here," Tak said. 
"Oh," Zim replied. He turned back to the food. 


Zim was kneeling on the floor, wrapped in a fluffy towel and reeking of cleanser. She had 
forbade him to use the cleaning stalls earlier, but she didn't really care all that much, it wasn't her 
ship. She had merely been enjoying his and Dib's discomfort, as well as rather repulsed that Zim 
still thought he had a right to anything, and trying to educate him to the contrary. 


It did not surprise her that he had disobeyed her the moment she left. 
This was her last chance to kill him. 


She couldn't. The thought of him wheezing, screaming, bleeding to death on the floor, crumpled 
like one of those scientists' bodies in the lab- it was still more distateful than knowing he was 
alive. 


Besides, how much lower could he get? What point would there be to taking his life? Was living 
on a planet like this, forever, like a creeping, primitive garbage creature, like a human, was that 
really a life for an Irken? 


In light of his crimes, it would technically be proper to bring him before the Control Brains. But 
that had never worked before and would only give him an opportunity to cause more trouble. She 
should just make one last try to get any useful information out of him without Dib around to play 
nursemaid and get in her way. 


She stood over him until he looked up at her, cringing. He was chewing something. 
You caught more flies with honey. "Raiding Dib's food stash, are you?" 

"Yes. Don't worry, you don't want this. It's horrible." 

"It is, is it? You're still eating it. Hungry?" 

"Maybe." 


Skoodge had eaten the supply stash on the ship, but Tak still had a candy bar in her Pak. She 
took it out now. "Would you rather have this?" 


Zim frowned. "Yes." But he made no move to take it. So perhaps he did possess a certain degree 
of self-preservation instinct. 


"Don't worry, it's perfectly safe," she said. She broke off a piece and ate it. "See?" 

"Mmm..." Zim looked down at the floor. "I don't want your food." 

"You've got to be joking. Look at you. You can't afford to refuse any handouts." 

"T don't want it, Tak." 

"You seriously..." Then she realized. Invaders only shared food with their inferiors. "Zim. 
Nobody does the food thing anymore. That's ancient." Almost as ancient as wings. He really was 
a throwback. 

Zim trembled. "I don't want your pity!" 


"Oh, for-" 


"Don't push me too far, Tak. You don't know what I'm capable of!" He coughed, not bothering to 
cover his mouth. 


Tak had had enough of this. "All right, then. Enjoy your human food." 
Zim stuffed half of a spongey yellow thing into his mouth with a glare. 


Tak headed into the control room and booted up her data files. There was a great deal of useless 
information here that she was going to have to sift through. 


She began to sort the files into two different folders, potentially useful and clearly worthless. 
A soft noise came from behind her. She whipped around, nearly knocking over her chair. 


Zim was standing there, chewing something and cringing. So he had told her to back off and then 
followed her here. Sure. 


He must have figured out that she was working and planning to steal her work. She could throw 
him into that porthole in the floor... 


"Where is Dib?" he asked. 

"In his father's laboratory." 

Zim swallowed whatever it was he was eating. Tak was pleased to not have to look at it 
anymore. "I see you're already tired of him," he said. "You left, huh? You don't have to live on 
his street every filthy day." 

"I do have to get back to work, you know." 

"What are they doing down there?" 

"Membrane has confined Dib to a cell for his own good. Your precious pet is safe." 

Zim tilted his head. "Confined?" 

"Yes," 

Zim turned and walked away. 

Tak went back sorting the data. It was entirely possible that this was her last task to complete in 
this mission. From what she'd seen, Membrane intended to wipe out that lab himself. She could 
hope this would take care of itself, anyway. 

She heard Zim's clicking footsteps returning. She glanced behind her. He was standing in the 
doorway, wearing an oversized coat and goggles that partially hid his face. His antennae were 
tucked underneath the goggle straps to hide them. That looked uncomfortable. And the coat was 
pulled on over his shell, making him appear to be severely hunchbacked. He was holding GIR by 
the hand. GIR was wearing similar attire. 

"I'm going,” Zim said. 


"Really! Good. Please leave. And take that smelly deposit of human food Dib left when you go." 


"No." Zim exhaled through his teeth, shaking himself a little. His wings clattered against each 
other under the coat when he did so, with a quiet dry rattle. Disgusting. "Goodbye, Tak." 


"Goodbye." She turned away. 
Zim shuffled over to the porthole and glared down at it. "Open this door, Tak." 
"Say please." 


She expected resistance but Zim just growled and snapped "Please, Tak." Must be in a hurry. 


She jabbed the button and the door opened. Zim muttered a command to the SIR unit and they 
were gone. Good riddance. 


Skoodge did not have any idea where he was going. 

He stood on the sidewalk for a minute, looking up at the stars and sighing. Tak hadn't waited for 
him, and he didn't know where she was, and he didn't remember where anything was out here. 
He hadn't been on this part of Earth in forever. He'd probably just have to call her and ask for 
directions. 


Something was approaching down the empty street. It looked like a small human. No, two small 
humans holding hands. 


Skoodge waved. "Hello, fellow humans!" 
"Skoodge, you fool,” the human rasped. "It's me. Zim." 


"Oh!" He was disguised with a lab coat. Skoodge hadn't known it was him. So then the other one 
must be GIR. 


Skoodge shuffled away a little. Zim was panting for breath and underneath the cleanser stench 
was the cloying stink of sickness. "What are you doing out here?" 


"Where's Dib?" 

"In that building." Skoodge pointed across the street. 

"Where in the building?" 

"Down and... to the left? Sorry, I'm not sure! I guess you have to get going, huh?" 
Zim just stood there. Why wasn't he leaving? 

"Skoodge," he said, "you fear me now, yes?" 


Skoodge didn't look at Zim's eyes. He looked at the lightpost he was standing next to instead. 
"Me? No!" 


"Why would you fear me?" 


"T'm not scared of-" 


"I'm no different, you know," Zim wheezed. "You weren't afraid of me when you lived in the 
base!" 


"You're mutated!" Skoodge said. "And you're contaminated with humanness!" 
He bit his tongue. 

Zim stared back at him. 

"So, yeah," Skoodge said lamely. His face burned. 


Zim shook his head slowly. "Is that all. Oh, Skoodge. No. I'm not. You and your silly Skoodge 
ideas." 


So he wasn't mad? 

Skoodge didn't look at Zim's face. 

"[ have to go rescue the monkey Dib," Zim said. "Again! So, you can help me or not." 
"I pick... n-not... this time. Sir." 

"Okay. Well, I have to go." 

Zim walked away, crossing the empty street. 

Skoodge stuck his hands in his pockets and looked back up at the stars. 

When he looked down, Zim was standing on the other side of the street, looking back at him. 
Skoodge cleared his throat. 

Zim shook his head and led GIR into the lab building. 

Skoodge looked down at his feet. 


Chapter Eighteen: 


Zim stepped through the doors, taking a deep breath. He was going to get Dib out of confinement 
and go. It would be simple. Professor Membrane had excellent security, this building would be 
safe. He had nothing to worry about. He'd just find Dib and free him and go. 


A few minutes later Zim was sitting down by the wall, leaning against it, eyes closed, breathing 
deeply. He'd been feeling so much better after showering and taking in food. Why were his legs 


burning already? 


It had been a longish walk... 


"Whee, we're done," GIR said. 


"No, GIR. I'll be up in a minute." Zim's chest was tight again. Well, he was just going to have to 
push through it. He forced himself to his feet. "Come here, GIR." 


He put a friendly arm around GIR's shoulders. 

"You're heavy!" GIR said. 

"Shhhh. Shhh, shhh." GIR was significantly shorter than Zim and cold to the touch and his 
shoulders were lumpy and he was not exactly comfortable to lean on, but he'd do. Zim shuffled 
down the hall. It was cavernous. Lined with doors. "So, GIR..." 

Zim bit his lip. His skin had become clammy. "Where is everyone, hmm?" 

"There's someone!" 

Zim turned his head. There was a shifting shadow in the corner of the room. "Oh no, it's 
happening again." He turned away. The pain constricted his chest and throat and shadows 
multiplied in the corners of his vision. He couldn't breathe... 

There was something cool on his cheek. "You sad again, Master?" 


Zim gulped. GIR was patting his face. 


"I..." The hall was empty. Completely empty. How long had he been standing there? "Where is 
Dib?" he hissed. 


"I don't know!" 

And there was no one around to ask. 

Zim sniffed the air. He just smelled laboratory chemicals. "Oh, boy." He tucked his claws into 
his mouth. "Where's Dib? He would... he would know what to do... what am I saying? I don't 
need him! I don't need any human!" 


GIR squeaked. 


Zim checked the next door. "Janitor closet. Nothin’ in here." He was short of breath. "Although I 
am... I'm thirsty..." He checked the shelves. 


"Are we done now?" 
"In a minute. Wait, what am I doing? I can't just..." Zim shut the door. 


The next door would not open. "Ah..." Zim tried the next door. It opened onto an empty room. 
Some kind of conference room. "Dib?" he said. "Dib?" Dib was really clearly not there. He had 


to get a grip. "Dib-" No, Dib wasn't there. "Dib!" Zim stuffed his hand back into his mouth. That 
helped him finally shut up. 


"Donuts," GIR said, pointing to the table. He darted forward, breaking contact. Zim stumbled 
and grabbed the doorframe. 


GIR shoved donuts into his face. Zim looked away and tried to block out the noises. "Gff-" His 
hand was still in his mouth. He took it out. It was slimy now. He wiped it off on his pants. "GIR, 
try to focus. We need to find Dib and get out of here." 

"Umf." GIR was not moving from the table. 

Zim ducked his head, covering his eyes with his forearm. "GIR, get back over here." 

"I'm eatin' donuts!" 

"GIR, I need to lean on you!" 

"Oh!" 

GIR bounded over. Zim leaned his arm on top of GIR's head. "Now go that way... slowly." 
GIR darted away and Zim nearly fell on his face. "Okay. I will support myself on the wall." 
Zim shuffled down the hall, leaning against the cool plaster. GIR ran ahead of him. 

"GIR! Don't go too far!" Zim coughed into the crook of his elbow. "GIR-" 


GIR ran in a circle and came back. "Hello!" 


"Stay next to me,” Zim said. He shut his eyes for a moment and saw a tiny, jewel-colored 
creature huddling against a white wall in a white room on white tile. Tiny. Pathetic. Weak. 


He shook himself. GIR was sitting down on the floor several feet ahead of him, waiting for him 
to catch him. 


"Don't rub it in!" Zim snapped. 

"Why you so slow?" 

"Tam not-" 

A new voice. "Who's there?" 

Zim flattened himself to the wall, digging his claws in. 


Footsteps were approaching. It was just a guard. A security guard at Membrane's laboratory. Zim 
had slipped past them a thousand times. Joked with them in the break room. They had never once 


noticed he didn't work there. He even recognized a few of them on sight, although human faces 
were hard to distinguish and there were a few of his classmates he still couldn't tell apart from 
each other... 


"Do you work here?" 
"Yes," Zim told the wall. 


"Well," the voice said, "Professor Membrane's ordered all the scientists to meet upstairs. It's a 
safety thing, so you'd better get up there." 


HIs cover was intact. "Uh," Zim said. "I should. Wait! Pro- Professor Membrane. He sent me! 
To- to- collect his son." He blotted his forehead with his sleeve. "Yes. His son, Dib. Where is 
Dib?" 

"I didn't know the Professor's son was in the building!" 

"Oh," Zim said. He managed to look at the guard's feet. Spiked boots. How good was the 
security in here really? If Zim could get in, ill and frightened and probably acting much more 
suspicous than he intended, then... well, of course Zim was amazing, but could there maybe be 
some gaps in the security here? It was always so easy to get in. 


"T will collect him, sir," the guard was saying. "You stay here." 


"No, it has- has-" He couldn't get the fool word out of his mouth! "Has! To be me! That was the 
order." 


"Oh, all right. Well, I'll see where he is!" 


There was a silence. Zim looked at the man's knees. They were ordinary knees. The man's voice 
was familiar too, and his scent. Zim thought he may have spoken to him before. 


"Ah, okay," the man said. "Cell 324! The holding block is down the stairs, past that door," and he 
pointed at a door three doors down. That was nearby. Good. "Are you all right?" 


Zim could sense the hot words forming in his brain and rising to his tongue. He didn't think he 
wanted to say them but it was too late, the words were bubbling over. "I'm sick of people asking 
if I'm all right! Obviously I'm not all right!" Zim sponged at his forehead with his sleeve. "And 
why should I tell you that anyway? Who are you?" 

The human pulled away a little. "I'm sorry. You looked a little green." 


"I'm capable of doing my job," Zim snapped. "Leave me alone!" 


"Sorry," the man mumbled, and he scurried away. 


Zim seemed to have caused him to be embarassed. Well, whatever. Good! Humans were awful. 
Although, to the human, it must have looked like Zim had no cause to be angry, so... so... but 
what did that matter? 


It could make him look suspicious, maybe. But it hadn't. Nothing had happened. He was Zim! 
He could yell at whatever human he wanted. 


So, the third door on the right... 
It opened onto a steep, narrow staircase. 
Zim peered down it. What if he fell? 


He would hold on to the railing. And he wouldn't fall. Even though his knees were shaking. He 
was an Invader. And he was much better off than he had been. He wasn't fainting, after all. 
Although there was a grotesque feeling in his throat and head and gut- 


Ridiculous. Now he was scared of falling? Seriously? What absolute nonense. When would he 
get it back into his head that he was an Irken Invader? How many times was he going to need to 
rebuke himself in this way? Something must be wrong with his Pak or something, he'd have to 
look at it later. 


Then again he had had a problem with balance lately. 

Anyway, he had to go down those stairs. 

At the bottom was a narrow concrete hallway. The back of his neck was cold and wet. He wanted 
to sit down and get his breath but he couldn't stop here. The smell was of cutting and things long 

dead. He looked down and saw the white coat he was wearing. Of course, because he was one of 

them. 


His head throbbed. Everything was silence. 


He lost focus and scraped his knees on the concrete and got back up some time later- maybe right 
away, maybe not. 


A light flickered ahead. Zim moved towards it, pulling himself along the wall. A man was 
behind the light. Sitting against the wall, fiddling his fingers together. 


Penned here. For who knows what evil purposes. The man would be stripped of his skin and 
forced through countless indignities... 


Zim stretched up onto his tiptoes, bracing himself against the wall, and inspected the control 
panel. This would be so much easier to get through if his Pak was working properly, but it still 
wasn't so hard to get past... 


The field went down. The man looked up, seeing the empty space that no longer walled him off 
from freedom. "Oh, hey," he said in mild surprise. 


Zim staggered away before the man could notice him. He did not want to be seen. 


He was in agony, but he was still upright. Maybe he hadn't really been so weak as to be 
incapable all along. Maybe he'd just been unwilling to go through the discomfort. Disgusting. 


There up ahead was Dib. 


Something was tapping on the wall. 

Dib had just been getting comfortable. He debated whether or not to get up. Curled up on top of 
his coat in the warmth of his body heat was kind of nice and talking to people was almost never 
nice. 

It was probably just Dad, over here to give him another lecture. Although... maybe it was Dad 
come to take him home. That would be great. He kind of doubted he would get to go home this 


soon, though. 


The tapping repeated. It was quiet tapping. Quieter than Dib would expect from Dad. Or Gaz. 
Maybe it was someone to feed him? He could hope. 


Dib sat up and put on his glasses with a sigh. "What is it?" 

A very short guy in a coat and goggles was standing there. Dib leaned back. That outfit didn't 
look like what Dad's workers wore, though. "You work here, right? Wait, wait. You're..." He was 
green. "Skoodge?" 


The little guy raised a shaky hand to his face and pulled off the goggles. "Dib, it's... me..." 


"Oh." Dib had been fooled by one of Zim's disguises. Zim's disguises. He would just go ahead 
and never live that down. 


Zim's eyes didn't look right. Too dark. Too wet. Not focused on Dib's face. How could Zim even 
be down here? Wasn't he stuck in bed? "How did you get all the way down here? Is that really 
you?" 

"Yes." 

Hold on. The force field was turned off. "Did you turn that off?" 


"Yes," 


Zim was just standing there, all alone, looking very small and very out of place. He leaned 
against the wall to support himself. 


He must have a good reason to be down here, or a good reason by dumb-alien standards, at least. 
He was in pretty bad shape to be wandering all over for the fun of it. 


"Is Tak bothering you?" Dib said. 

"Ts, Tak?" 

His bewilderment was obvious. So... not Tak, then. 

"Is something going on?" Dib said. "Did something attack you? Do you need help?" 

"Eh?" Zim blinked slowly. His eyes still didn't look right. 

Dib held up his hand. "How many fingers am I holding up?" 

Zim pulled back. "What? Why... why does that matter?" 

"Just humor my human insanity for a minute." 

Zim looked at Dib's hand. "It, uh, you... it's... I'm... I'm not sure." 

"Okay." Dib cleared his throat. "That's fine. It's okay. Why did you come down here, Zim?" 
"Because... I thought... this is your father's lab, isn't it?" 

"Yes, it is. It's safe here. There are no monsters here except you." 

"Oh, but..." Zim's knees wobbled. He steadied himself. "I know that. But I thought, uh... I heard 
you were trapped, so I... you know..." He gestured aimlessly in the air, wiggling his fingers, eyes 
imploring. "You know?" 

"Yeah, I get it. Okay. Okay. That's fine." Dib didn't get it at all. He'd proceed under the 
assumption that Zim was simply delirious. "That works. Um, that's pretty impressive, you know, 
you finding me, and all." Dib was of course just saying that to calm him down, but really, how 
had he gotten down here? Why did Zim seem to have this weird ability to show up wherever he 


wanted to be and how could Dib learn that ability? 


Zim nodded vigorously, winced, and put a hand to his head. "Yes, it is impressive, I know." His 
knees trembled. "Let's go now." 


"T have to talk to my dad," Dib said. "And after that we'll totally get outta here." 
"Yes. No. We must go now!" 
"Why? Is there some pressing monster problem I need to deal with?" 


"No." Zim pouted at the floor. 


Dib suspected Zim was only in a hurry to leave because he wanted to go back to his cot and rest. 
Which was understandable, but no one had made him come down here, so why should Dib give 

in to what he wanted? "It'll only take a second. It'll be fine. Here, you won't have to think about 

it. I'll give you a lift. Come here." 


Dib held his arms out. Zim looked at his arms, up at Dib's face and back down at his outstretched 
arms. 


Zim nodded. He lurched forward, arms like warm rags slopping around Dib's neck. 


Dib froze then, feeling nothing but Zim's hot, fitful breathing on his cheek and his limp arms too 
near Dib's throat and Zim's wrong, uneven, alien- space heart- 


Dib had offered to pick him up. Dib had carried him around before, more times than he liked to 
admit. He just had to get past the revulsion of Zim's alien skin and his sick alien smell and his 
dumb alien whining noises and- he was clinging to Dib. He was clinging onto him. His tiny legs 
were wrapped around Dib's waist. 


"Okay," Dib said in a trembling voice. He got to his feet. "This is fine! This is- dang it, Zim! Get 
your disgusting hands off me!" 


Zim trembled, frozen. "But-" 
"T'll carry you but you can't put your hands on my neck. Get them off!" 


"Oh... yes... of course." Zim's arms slid away from his neck. Dib let out a sigh. 


Tak leaned in closer to the screen. Another memo had just finished decrypting. She was now 
fairly certain that the entire operation would have self-destructed with or without outside 
intervention, as, judging from this, several of the workers involved had given up entirely on 
science and just wanted to take revenge on Dib and Zim for destroying their facilities. 


Tak was sure that these were entirely the wrong priorities and that she would never make such a 
mistake herself. 


They had successfully destroyed Zim's base but not Dib's home, and of course had not managed 
to kill either one. That explained why Zim was clinging to Dib. He was probably hoping for a 
place to stay. At least there was no indication that he wanted to stay with Tak. 

Something pinged on the metal hull of the ship. She turned. 


"Hey!" That was Skoodge's voice. "Is this Tak's ship?" 


"No, it's some other ancient, decrepit Irken laboratory vessel that just happens to be floating near 
Membrane Laboratories!" 


"Oh! Gee, sorry!" 

"No! Skoodge, you fool! Yes, this is me!" 

"Oh. But you said it wasn't you! And usually when I contradict people they don't like it. Sir!" 
"Just come in." She opened the hatch for him. 


Skoodge emerged in a tangle of Pak implements and walked over to see what she was looking at. 
"Is that an email?" 


"It's a memo." She scrolled down. "They were rather sloppily encrypted but it's still taking a 
while to get through." A new one was finished. Tak opened it. 


She squinted at the screen. "What on..." 

VEry IMPORTANt MEMO! 

Three subjects escaped resisted control 

Everything over! 

Iam going to Mem Labs last hope take building 

"Wh..." Why had she never considered that some of the people fleeing the wreckage of General 
Labs might have gone to the only other decently-equipped scientific laboratory on the whole 
filthy planet? 

But she hadn't seen anything amiss down there. Maybe they hadn't made it. It was a fair distance, 
with presumably no good transportation- how did you even transport a hulking monster made of 
meat? "Skoodge, did you see any suspicious activity in the lab?" 

Skoodge shrugged. "No. Well, Zim and GIR showed up..." 

"Besides that!" 

"No." 

"Mimh. Still." Tak pulled the syringe that Dib had given her out of her pocket. Whatever this 
substance was, it had made short work of an enemy, apparently more than once. Tak suspected 


that it was part of a failsafe mechanism. 


This was a laboratory ship and if there was nothing too rare in this substance she should be able 
to make more of it. "Skoodge, analyze this." 


"I'm not really good at-" 


"Just put a drop of it into the computer's sampling tray. A SIR unit could do it." 


Skoodge nodded and took the syringe. 


Gaz's chair was too low. She reached down to adjust it. 

Something grabbed her and yanked her chair to the side. 

"Dad!" she said. 

Dad had a firm grip on the back of her chair. "Daughter, you were sliding away." 

She hadn't been allowed more than six inches away from Dad ever since they came in here. 
Dad turned away, checking all the screens again. 

Gaz folded her arms over her chest. Her necklace dug into her arm. 

Dad hadn't told her what was wrong, and she knew he wouldn't answer if she asked, but she 
knew people were missing and hiding. And Dib had been locked up to keep him from going 


anywhere. Dad almost never cared about whether or not Dib went out and broke his neck. 


She glanced up at the screens. Dad was watching one of the security camera feeds. A group of 
the guards was going down a hallway, and they all had their staffs out- 


"Daughter!" Dad cautioned. "This is not for you to worry about!" 
She shrugged and looked away. 


Someone had it out for Dad. Maybe that someone had followed them here. 


Dad was almost definitely in his office. Dad's office was up near the top of the building. 


He'd climbed the steps up from the hallway, and that was pretty much enough stairs. He headed 
for the nearest elevator. 


"No," Zim said as he hit the button. 

"Um..." Was Zim just delirious-mumbling, or... 

"I can't go in there," Zim said. 

"Okay, well, I don't want to go up any more stairs. So-" 


Zim began to fidget. "Just leave me out here then, that's fine." 


"It's just an elevator." 

"I can't do it." 

"Seriously?" 

"Don't take me in there. Just put me down." 
"But-" 

"Sorry, just- no." 


Dib looked up at the ceiling, his tongue pressing against the inside of his cheek. He found it hard 
to believe Zim saying he was sorry was anything but a bald attempt at emotional manipulation. 
Zim wasn't the apologetic type. "Sure. All right. It's okay. The stairs are fine. I'm going up the 
stairs. That's fine." 


"Oh- thank you." The gratitude sounded genuine, if Dib could believe that. And he could both 
hear the relief and feel some tension leaving Zim's shoulders. 


Was Dib being too hard on him? Zim was a crumbling mess. He was that way because he was 
traumatized from an incident where he'd been kidnapped and trapped in a tall building and 
elevators had probably been involved. Maybe he didn't like small spaces so much anymore, and 
maybe not elevators in particular. And mumbling 'sorry' one time wasn't a super manipulative 
thing to do, if Dib looked at it objectively. Dib was in a position of power here, and maybe Zim 
wasn't exactly being genuinely polite, but he probably wasn't trying to manipulate Dib for evil 
reasons, he was just afraid and trying to avoid confrontation, and... and Zim was a murdering 
alien and his litle freakouts were a pain in the butt and did Dib really have to coddle him like 
this? Really? 


He was huffing when he got to the top of the stairs. 


Tak tapped her lips with one fingertip. She turned to one of the secondary screens and booted it 
up. Could she get into Membrane's security camera system from here? Why yes, she could. 


Nothing unusual in the first floor of the building. Nothing unusual in the second floor, apart from 
Dib wandering around with- 


Tak raised an eyebrow. "Skoodge, would you happen to know what on Earth possesses Dib to 
carry him around like that?" 


Skoodge turned and peered at the screen. "Huh." 
"Is that a no?" 


"I don't know! Dib is devious and strange." 


Dib wasn't nearly as devious as he wanted to be, but Tak saw no reason to debate the issue. "He's 
treating Zim like a pet or assistant. " 


Skoodge shrugged. 

Nothing useful there. Tak switched the views around. Nothing... nothing... 

The camera settled on the fenced-in yard out back. 

"Mighty dung," Tak cursed. 

Skoodge recoiled. "What are those things?" 

"Those things are our mission objective. Is the computer analyzing that substance?" 

"Yes! Oh, man! Those are gross." 

"They are," Tak agreed, turning back to her data. Prickles ran down her back and she shuddered. 


Those things were being kept penned in by Membrane's guards. She should have enough time to 
analyze and synthesize the substance she needed before it was too late to complete her mission. 


Dad sat up straight. 

Gaz viewed him out of the corner of her eye, through her eyelashes. 

"No," Dad muttered. He turned away, picking up a phone. "Daughter, plug your ears." 
Gaz did not plug her ears. 

"One of them made it through," Dad said to the phone. 

Gaz looked up at the screens. One of them was lit up with red dots. 


It looked like that map of the tracking data that had been in that other, gross lab. Except it was 
overlaid on a map of Dad's lab now. 


Two of the dots were close together and inside the building. Close to where Dib had been locked 
up. "I think that's Dib and his dumb friend." 


"Gaz!" Dad scolded. "I told you not to listen!" He turned back to the phone. "Send them in. 
There's no time to waste!" 


Dad closed the phone and turned back to the map. "Wait a second!" 


He turned on a security camera feed. Yeah. Dib was carrying Zim around. 
"How did he escape?" Dad thundered. "And who is that?" 


"It's just Zim. He probably let Dib out of his cell." And then whined until Dib picked him up 
again. 


"This is exactly what I was worried about! Dib spreads his delusional madness to his poor little 
foreign friend and then they get into SHENANIGANS together! Look at that gullible, stunted 
green boy..." 

Whatever. 

"If that's my son and his friend... then what is that other one?" Dad muttered, looking back at the 
tracking map. There was a third dot circulating around, while the rest were clustered in a big 


group that seemed to be outside the building. Dad pulled up a new security feed. 


One of those gross meat things was walking around. A bug-eyed guy in a white coat was leading 
it on a leash. 


Dad turned away. "Send someone down to 3C block immediately! What do you mean you can't? 
I don't care how many of them are attacking! Get someone down here now!" 


Gaz usually liked sitting still but she felt an urge to move around. She rocked her chair back and 
forth and Dad put his hand on the back of the chair, stabilizing it and freezing her in place. 


Biomedical scanning lab. 

Dib paused in his tracks and read the sign again. 
"Hey, buddy," he whispered. 

"Unh... what?" 


Zim's head was resting on his shoulder. That seemed like a violation of the 'no hands on the neck' 
rule in spirit if not in letter, but Dib would let it go. 


"We're just going to make a quick pit stop here..." Dib pushed the lab door open. 
"What is this?" Zim said. "Oh... oh... [should have known... well played, Dib." 
"What are you talking about?" 


"I can't fight you, just make it quick," Zim mumbled. 


Dib noticed the steel table with pliers and knives laid out on it in the middle of the room. Zim 
had probably also noticed that table. "Oh. You think I'm going to cut you up. I'm not! I'm not 
going to cut you up. There's a little medical scanner over here. You know, like the one in our 
basement? I thought I'd check you out on it, since, you know..." 

Zim closed his eyes. "Uh huh." 


"No, it's true! It's just over here." 


The scanner was back in the corner of the room. Dib set Zim down next to it on another metal 
table. There were a lot of those in here. 


Zim bunched himself up. The table was probably freezing. "I just want to go home," he said. 
Dib didn't know what he was supposed to do about that. "Sure. Sure. Right after this." Except 
not, because Zim didn't have a home anymore. It had been blown up and dug out of the ground. 
Was all of it gone? Maybe? Maybe not, but if there was anything left it was deep down and 
probably hard for him to get to in this condition. 


Dib placed Zim's tiny wrist into the scan cuff and started up a scan. He sat down in the desk 
chair. 


"GIR ran off," Zim said to the floor. "He's in here somewhere." 

Dib couldn't keep his eyes from rolling. "You brought GIR in here?" 
"Yeah." 

"Why would you do that? Is he spying on my dad's lab?" 


"Maybe." Zim tipped his head to the side, trying to rest it on his own shoulder. "He's such a good 
little robot..." 


Dib would decline to comment on whether or not GIR was at all good. "Are you hinting that I 
should go find GIR for you? Because I'm not willing to do that. He'll turn up." 


"Okay," Zim mumbled. 

The results were ready. "Oh, geez," Dib said. 
"What? What?" 

"I think your insides are still in metamorphosis." 
Zim flicked one antenna. "Er-" 


Dib clicked around. "You're not done yet." 


Zim blinked slowly. "Explain this." 

"You aren't done yet. You should have stayed in the cocoon. Or maybe this is normal? I have no 
idea! Why don't you know about this stuff? Why don't you ever know when you're going to 
explode, molt, or morph or whatever? And then not do that stuff?" 

Zim clutched the edge of the table with both hands. "Dib, what does the scanner say?" 

"It says..." Dib adjusted his glasses although they were just fine where they were. "Well, it 
doesn't really know what to do with all of... you, but it says your vestibular system is undergoing 
development, and so is your digestive-" 

"My vestib- what? Dib, I don't even think I have one of those. That machine isn't working." 
"Why don't you know what a vestibular system is? It's balance. That's probably why you had all 
those dizzy spells. I'm pretty sure you have a balance organ of some kind because you can walk 


upright." 


"You mean my..." Zim tapped the side of his head and said a word Dib would never be able to 
spell or pronounce. 


"Uh. Yeah, that thing that I'll ask you about later. That, and it looks like you're a little anemic, 
and something's happening to your metabolism, and... this is fascinating." 


"Am I going to live?" 

Dib waved his hand. "Yeah, you'll be fine. I think. Oh, man. Why did you come down here?" 
Zim rubbed his eyes. "Because you were... trapped... and I can't go home without you..." 

"Why not?" 

"Because I don't have one anymore..." 

"Oh." So he hadn't forgotten about that. "You were just assuming you could stay with me." Zim 
had come down here to bust Dib out because he needed somewhere to stay and because he 
couldn't be bothered to deal with his Irken friends. 


Zim clasped his little hands together. "M- may I? Stay with you?" 


That pleading note in his voice was like the sound of grinding glass, or a buzzing insect- yeah, a 
mosquito or a housefly or something annoying that wanted to be where it didn't belong. 


Dib sighed through his teeth. "Y- we'll talk about that later." Zim looked down at his feet. "All 
right! Yes, you can stay with me until you're better and can go find a new rat hole." 


"Good. You won't regret it." Zim coughed weakly. Maybe he was playing up his pitifulness but 
according to the data his respiratory system was also a little unstable. Maybe the internal changes 
had started sooner than the rest- it could explain Zim's chronic asthma over the past couple 
months. 


"Oh man..." Dib scrolled up and down, reading over the medical data again. "I sure am glad I'm 
not turning into anything else!" 


Zim squirmed. "I haven't. I haven't turned into- I am Zim. I have always been Zim. I will always 
be-" 


"Shh, shh," Dib said. "You're the same jerk you always were. You have a new adult form, is all. I 
guess you were a nymph before." 


Zim cleared his throat. 


"Juvenile that resembles a smaller adult, it's an entomological term," Dib said. One that he was 
not entirely sure he was using correctly, but it sounded good. 


"Really." Zim leaned forward slightly. "Am I taller?" 


"Uh- let me check- no. You're a few pounds heavier though. I think that's the wings. That's a lot 
of growth to occur in a very short time, no wonder it hurt... and, um... " 


Zim had a low fever and some lingering inflammation in the roots of his wings, which were 
attached to... hmm... and the muscles that moved them were... hmm... interesting... one of those 
muscles had a slight sprain and... oh, and there was the unrelated stuff. Like the tracking device 
implanted right between the two connectors that anchored Zim's Pak to his spinal cord, where it 
would be difficult to remove without damaging or killing him. And... 


Dib rubbed his chin. He glanced to the side. "Do you bite your nails?" 

Zim put his hands behind his back. "No." 

"Did you bite your lip?" 

Zim sucked his lip into his mouth. 

"All right." Dib looked away. It didn't really matter if there were chunks of flesh missing from 
Zim's hands and lip, or if there were indications that he'd swallowed those missing chunks of 
flesh. That didn't have any deep ramifications. "Um... well, I was right! And Tak was right. But 1 
was more right. You're pretty bad off, but you'll get better on your own, I think. So there's 
nothing I can really do here. So, um... yeah, I guess we'll go talk to my dad..." 


"Shh. " 


"Don't shush me, Zim." 


"No..." Dib looked down. A small, scabby green hand was lying on the back of his hand. Dib's 
throat tightened and his fist clenched. 


Something fell over. 


Dib looked up. Something was moving in the back of the room. It glistened and it was red. "No, 
that... that's not possible." He scooped Zim up into his arms and backed away. 


The thing stared at him. Dib took a step back. 


A human head appeared beside the creature. It was attached to someone wearing a white coat. 
"You!" he said. 


Dib squeaked. Zim was completely limp. Fainted, maybe. 


"You ruined it," the human said, walking foward. There were tears streaming down his face. Dib 
found he did not feel sympathetic in the slightest. "They're all dead. Give me that!" 


"I've never met you before, I think you have me confused with someone else," Dib said, 
tremblingly. 


"Give me that thing! It ruined us! That monster! I want it dead!" 


Monster? It? This- warm, living, helpless, weak thing Dib was holding? "This is... this is Zim," 
Dib said, although he didn't know why. 


"You're supposed to be dead! I told them you had to be dead!" 

"You did? Did you blow up my house? You-" If only Zim were healthy and could gouge the 
man's eyes out. "Do you expect me to feel bad that your lab failed? You were killing and 
torturing people! You don't expect me to listen to you, right? Look at that thing with you! That's 
a person! That was a human being!" 

Dib was rooted to the ground and could only babble. 


The man scrubbed at his eyes with the back of his sleeve. "Go! Get him! Get- get the kid!" 


Dib scrambled under the table. Zim squealed in pain. Dib was kind of squishing him. No time to 
stop squishing him. 


A big, slabby arm roped with mucus reached in and batted Dib in the face. His glasses bent 
around his nose. 


Zim reached out from where he was wedged into Dib's armpit and swiped at the thing with his 
tiny, chewed up claws. Dib pulled him back. "No! Nope! We're gonna wait for help!" 


The monster didn't seem enthused about attacked them. Dib had fought monsters that were 
enthused. He knew the difference. If they just waited, Dad would come down here. He had to, 
right? 

Zim squirmed. "Filthy scum!" He tried to bat at the thing some more. Dib held him back. 
"No! No vengeance!" Dib screeched. 


"Look what they did to me!" 


The arm whacked Dib in the face again. He gasped. 


Dad reached out to restrain her but his fingertips just barely touched her shoulder. She was 
already out the door. 


She ran down the stairs and into the room. There was the thing Dib was fighting and there was its 
handler. 


There was a metal table right behind him. Good. She grabbed the man's shoulders. She'd caught 
him by surprise. He put up no resistance while she spun him around and slammed his head into 


the corner of the nearest cabinet. 


He sent his elbow back towards the center of her chest and she took that opening to slip her arm 
around his arm and grab his wrist, twisting his hand until it made a cracking noise. He screeched. 


She stomped his foot, driving in the edge of the short chunky heel on her boot. Another scream. 
"Want me to rip your arm off?" she said. "That's what you did to my dad. Want to see what it's 
like?" 

"No ! " 

"Too bad." She grabbed his shoulder and started pulling on it. 

"Gaz! No!" 


Dad had caught up to her, so she didn't have much time. She drove her knee into the man's 
crotch. That was a quick and easy way to pile on some more pain. 


Something struck the back of her head and her whole body began to prickle like a foot fallen 
asleep. 


She slumped to the floor, next to Simmons, who had been struck at the same time. He stared into 
her eyes. 


She used the last few seconds before paralysis fully set in to headbutt him in the forehead. 


The monster was still just peering in at them. Dib heard scrambling outside. Yelling. 
"Hey," he said in a damaged squeak, "could someone maybe... we're kind of..." 

The thing blinked in at them. 

"Daughter, I've warned you about your violent proclivities!" Dad yelled just outside. 
"Dad..." Dib was sweating. "What's going on?" 

"Son, you'll have to hold on just a little bit longer. We cannot move the monster!" 
"Excuse me?" 


"This man out here was in control of it, and your sister appears to have knocked him 
unconscious, so you'll have to sit tight! Use your resilience!" 


"But-" Dib was sweaty. Zim was gasping asthmatically. "Okay, uh, you know my ‘foreign 
friend'? He's in here with me, and I'm not sure he's that resilient and..." 


Dib stared into the eyes of the test subject. He swallowed. He couldn't think of it as human. He 
just wasn't horrified by it the way he thought he should be. It stank and it was disturbing but... 


Zim reached out and poked at the thing's skin. Dib pulled his hand back. "No no." 
"It won't go away," Zim moaned. 

"Tam aware of that, but don't touch it." 

"Please leave me alone," Zim said. 

"I can't do that, we're hiding under a table!" 

"He's talking to the monster, you idiot!" Gaz screamed from outside. 

Oh. 


"I didn't do this to you..." Zim was shuddering. "Do you want me to kill you? I can't kill you. 
Look at me! I'm trapped here! Go get Skoodge or something, I don't know..." 


Dib reached around and clocked his elbow on a leg of the table. He flinched and tried again. He 
put his hand on Zim's forehead. "Shh. Shh, shh-" 


"It's not my fault, okay?" Zim yelped. 

"No, no, it isn't," Dib whispered. He just wanted Zim to calm down. 

"T tried... I... " 

"It's alright, I know you did." 

"I did everything I could..." 

"Of course, you did." 

Zim was gulping for air and could hardly talk. "And it wasn't..." 

"Shh. Shh." 

"It didn't work." 

"It's okay. Dad, there was some kind of chemical that killed these monsters. Made them melt." 
"Hmm, don't play games now, son." 

"It's true!" Dib snapped. "Why can't you just listen to me for once? Tak still has whatever it was. 
Go back to her ship if it's still there! I don't know! DAD I CAN'T DIE UNDER A TABLE 


WRAPPED AROUND MY WORST ENEMY!" 


Zim squeaked and turned and hid his face in Dib's shoulder. He coughed and gasped and whined, 
grabbing a handful of Dib's shirt. 


Dib gnawed on his lip. Outside, he heard Dad giving orders but couldn't make out what the 
orders were. 


Zim was choking into his arm. Dib drew his fist back and flung it forward 

There wasn't enough space under here to really get up the momentum for a good punch. The 
thing roared in what sounded like annoyance, reached in and clocked Dib's face. This time it was 
a much more enthusiastic blow. He felt his nose cave in, the pain not yet hitting, as if someone 
else had had their nose cartilage flattened and Dib was merely watching. But that wouldn't last 
long. He'd broken his nose before. Or rather, had it broken before. 


"Give me that!" Dad yelled. The monster twitched and roared. "Get away from him!" 


The thing toppled to the side. Dib breathed heavily through his mouth and tried not to choke on 
the hot metallic blood fountain that had opened up in the middle of his face. 


The monster disappeared somewhere off to the left. Dib heard electricity crackling. 


"Son!" Professor Membrane's face appeared in the opening. "Great Scott!" 


Tak leaned onto her elbows, folding her fingers under her chin. "What a touching display of 
heroism," she said aloud to the hacked security camera feed. 


"What is?" Skoodge asked. 
"Nothing at all, I was using sarcasm. Do you have that formula ready?" 
"Ye...ah, I think it's done, sir," Skoodge told her. 


"Good," Tak said. She headed over to his station. "Let's begin synthesis." 


Dib blinked up at the ceiling from around the ice pack on his nose. 

He was laying on his back in what was normally some kind of waiting room- waiting for what, 
he'd never really found out, since this wasn't normally an area that was open to the public- on one 
of those square, tiny waiting-room couches with the wooden arms. 


Muffled conversation leaked in from the other room, punctuated by shouts from Dad. 


Gaz had picked up a sketchpad somewhere and soft scratching pencil noises emanated from the 
corner she was huddled in. 


Dib shifted position a little. His leg was getting compressed with him lying on top of it. 


"I know what their capabilities are!" Dad yelled. "We have the technology to deal with this and I 
want it dealt with!" 


Dib sighed through his teeth. 

"It's not enough that they are imprisoned! They must be eradicated!" 
Zim made a small unhappy noise underneath the couch. 

"Need anything?" Dib said, though it came out 'Need eddythig?' 
"Unh? Wh... no..." 


"I can't really check on you because you crawled under the couch and I have to keep my head 
elevated because my nose is broken." 


"Is it?" 


"Yes. So, if you need anything you're going to have to speak up." 

"Mm..." 

Zim had gotten a little bit sat on during the hiding-under-the-table debacle, and there was just a 
little bit of a chemical burn on his arm from Dib's earlier epic nosebleed. Dib had given him an 
ice pack and something to drink, but only a little bit so he wouldn't gulp it down and get sick. 
Dib had a feeling that Zim didn't know how to use the ice pack and was just lying next to it. 


Well, he'd survive on his own a little longer. 


He was being pretty quiet, apart from occasionally calling for GIR. GIR obviously was not 
around. 


Dib closed his eyes. 
The door opened. Dib jumped and bumped his nose and flinched. 


"Zim, your little brother is looking for you," Dad said shortly. He must be in a foul mood if he 
was using names. 


And yes, of course ‘little brother' meant GIR. The runty robot sauntered over and plopped down 
on the floor. That was that taken care of, then. Dib expected Zim to react, but he didn't make any 
noise. 

Dad stood there for a moment. "I am removing all of you to the secret vacation home." 

"That sounds great, Dad," Dib said. "Thad souds grade, Dab.' 

"I'm extremely disappointed in you." 

"I'm sorry, Dad." 


"If you had stayed where I trapped you, you would not have been injured!" 


It was Zim's fault. No, it really was. It was his fault. Dib could just say it was Zim's fault. But 
what did it matter anyway? 


Dad spoke before he could make up his mind. "We will be leaving in forty-five minutes!" 
"Sure, Dad. Can Zim stay with us for a few days?" 


"Well, we can't return your friend to his home! It would be a security breach!" Dad barked. "His 
parents will just have to wonder what happened!" He turned on his heel and left. 


Dib glanced down at the floor, trying to get a peek at what the alien was doing. He saw one 
small, dinged-up green hand. The fingers were twitching. Not dead. Good. 


Dib closed his eyes. 


"Do you want me to come with you?" 


Tak looked up from adjusting the straps. The sprayer tank on her back was heavy but it would 
quickly become lighter as she used up its contents. 


She did not want Skoodge to come with her and from the look in his eyes he did not really want 
to anyway. "No," she said. "Guard the ship." A piece of cheese was a better guard than Skoodge 
but he would be less likely to get into trouble if he thought he had a job to do. Hopefully. 

"Yes, sir! When will you be back?" 


She opened the hatch. "I don't know. I'll be in radio contact." 


He saluted. She dropped out of the ship. 


"T think this harness is a little over-locked," Dib said. 
Gaz didn't reply. 


"I mean," Dib said, "the padlocks... I don't think there need to be five, I'm not going to be leaving 
the helicopter. Especially not when it's in the air." 


Gaz grunted. 


"Zim's not even going to be trying to bust me out of here or anything," Dib said. He had to raise 
his voice to be heard over the engine. He wondered why he was bothering. Gaz didn't care. Zim 
probably didn't care. 


Zim lay slumped against his arm. There was no point in pushing him away, there was no space in 
here. And there was no point in asking him to move, beause he wasn't entirely conscious. Dib 
also could not do anything about the little robot feet kicking his knees. Of course neither alien 
nor robot was locked down, just Dib... and Gaz, this time. Although she only had one padlock. 


He didn't even notice at first when the screams started down below. 


"What is that?" Gaz said. 


Dib looked out the window. There was a group of people down below. There was a group of 
guards penning up a group of monsters. And there was a small woman with a hose and a tank. 
No, not a woman. Four long, gleaming metal legs were attached to her back. 

And the monsters were slumping. Melting? 

"I don't think that's our problem," Dib said. He turned away. He adjusted his ice pack. 

"She's good, isn't she?" Zim said. So, he was awake. "Efficient." 

Dib didn't know how to respond. 


"Yeah," he said finally. 


They were already too far away now to see what was going on down there. Dib would find out 
later what had happened. No hurry there. None at all. 


Zim closed his eyes with a little huffy sigh. Probably going to take a nap on the way to the secret 
vacation house. 


Good idea. Dib would do the same. 


a/n: next update is epilogue and then fic is over 


Chapter Nineteen: 


There were guards from Dad's place surrounding the house when they got there. That was nice. 
Dib wasn't completely sure about how effective those guys were, given what had happened 
before, but it was nice to see them. 


Zim was limp and warm and half-curled in Dib's arms. He was behaving well enough. He'd been 
quiet the whole trip. 


Of course, he couldn't stop breathing. His breath was quite audible. It felt like the end of a paper 
clip being scored up Dib's spine. 


They entered the houses without a word. Gaz flicked on the light and headed into the kitchen. 
GIR heeled at Dib's side like an obedient dog, which was what he was supposed to be but usually 


wasn't, come to think of it. 


Zim's sleepy breathing grated on his ears. He smelled terrible. 


Dad had suggested that Dib share the bunk bed with his foreign friend, like a sleepover. Dib did 
not like that idea. Gaz did not like that idea, as she was the rightful owner of the other half of the 
bunk bed. Dib had talked Dad into offering up his bedroom. 

Dib kind of thought he'd be angry and disgusted, watching Zim crawl under his dad's blankets, 
but he... didn't. It wasn't like Dib had ever seen his dad use this room. Not once. It was crammed 
full of electronic stuff, some of which Dib knew the purpose of and some of which he didn't 
recognize at all. It looked like there was a prototype medical scanner in here though. That should 
come in handy. 


Actually, with all those wires in here, it kind of looked more like a part of Zim's house, though it 
was less purple. 


GIR crawled up onto the bed and flopped down next to the lump where Zim had burrowed under 
the blankets. "Party!" GIR said. 


Dib shifted from foot to foot. "So, uh," Dib said, "you can stay here for a while." 

"Yay!" GIR said. 

"I wasn't talking to you, I was talking to Zim," Dib snapped. "Do you need anything?" 
"Cheeseburgers!" GIR said. 

"Not you! Why are you so happy? It's not normal. Quit it! Zim, do you need anything?" 
Zim whimpered a little bit. 

"No?" Dib guessed. 

"I dunno." 

Dib was tired. He should get Zim set up so he could leave him alone for a while without 
worrying something awful would happen. What would that 'setting up' entail, exactly? "I'll get 
you an ice pack, I guess," Dib said, thinking aloud. 

Gaz was opening cabinets when he got into the kitchen. "I want pizza." 

"T'm not sure we have any," Dib said. "Just throw together whatever we've got to eat." 
"Dib-" 


"We just nearly died twice! Three times! I don't know how many times! Can you just not whine 
about the food?" 


She frowned at him. "I had to go all over that death labs, and I feel like eating pizza. Why is that 
a problem?" 


"Because I'm not getting you pizza!" 
"Then fine. I'll get it. You go play with your stupid alien." 


Dib ground his teeth but said nothing. When he thought about it, he did also want pizza. And 
Zim was a stupid alien. 


There was no ice in the freezer. Also, there was a problem, which was that cold things tended to 
sweat condensation and Zim couldn't touch water unless it was some kind of weird special clean 
alien water. That must be why he hadn't touched the ice pack Dib had given him back at Dad's 
lab. 

Dib adjusted his glasses. They hurt his nose but he hated not being able to see more than he hated 
the pain. It wasn't too terribly bad now anyway, Dad had given him some pretty effective 
medicine. "Can you really get pizza?" 

"I'm thinking," Gaz answered. 


"Okay." 


Dib didn't know how to help Zim at all. He still hadn't figured out how much he should help Zim. 
Zim would be fine. He was an alien. He was always fine. Dib had to stop worrying about him. 


Gaz blew air out her nose. "I'm going to make pancakes." 
"Sure. That's fine." 
She started getting stuff out to make pancakes. 


Dib hung around the living room. It felt too small and kind of muggy. He walked out onto the 
porch. 


The guards gave him sideways glances. "Hi," Dib said. "Just getting some air." 

He had forgotten these people were here. He edged away from them. 

It was around midnight, but a three-quarter moon shed enough light to see. He was facing the 
lake now. His nose throbbed. The breeze was sharp on his face. The lake smell was nearly 
overpowering. 

He could see clear across it to the other side. Walls of trees rose up, black under the moonlight. 
(dib) 

Dib inched back a little bit. He had hoped he would not be able to hear the lake from here. Why 


did his dad have to buy the house next to the haunted lake? There was a perfectly nice non- 
haunted lake just a few miles down the road. 


The guards were staring at him. He didn't want to go too close to them. 
(dib) 

(you thought he cared) 

"Shh," Dib hissed, pressing his hands to his ears. 

(you thought she cared) 

"You're not even good at being psychologically tormenting ghosts!" 
(you even thought that monster cared) 

(who would care about you) 

(what do you have for them?) 

"Shut up!" 

(you cannot even care for them) 

(your father does not need you) 

(your sister does not need you) 

(your monster does not need you) 

(no one needs you) 

(and no one wants you) 

"Dib!" 


Dib blinked. 


He was standing in the lake. Water up to his knees. Freezing cold. There was a current pulling at 


him, trying to get him to go in deeper. 


Gaz's hands clutching his arm. She growled into his face. "What are you doing, you idiot?" 


"Gaz-" Dib stared out over the silent black water. "I can't believe I listened." 


"Get in the house, Dib." 
"Why didn't the guards do anything? They're right over there..." 


"They thought it was a game. Go inside!" 


Some guards. 


He headed for the house, shuddering as he stepped out of the water and the air made his wet legs 
even colder. 


"You came for me?" he asked. 
"The pancakes are done.” 
"You came to check on me! I knew it. I told Zim you were a good person!" 


Gaz peered into his face for a minute, then grunted and rolled her eyes. 


They ate their breakfast-dinner and took turns showering (Gaz went first and she used this weird 
soap that left the bathroom smelling like underground and cold rocks and she had always used 
that stuff and it was weird) and hit the bunk bed, not saying much to each other. 


Something tore his organs out of his chest and stripped the skin away from his body and then 
stood over him and laughed at him for ever feeling obligated. It was a familiar laugh. A 
classmate's laugh. 


Dib woke up and stared at the ceiling. Just a dream. it was around two in the morning, according 
to the glow-in-the-dark clock on the wall, although that clock had been there a while and might 
not keep good time anymore. He didn't know whether clocks deteriorated when left alone or not. 
But it was dark. 


Gaz breathed loudly in her sleep. Who was she, exactly? What was she? 


She was his sister. She was human. Sometimes she was violent. Sometimes she was angry. 
Sometimes people were violent. Sometimes they got angry. Gaz wasn't abnormal. Gaz was his 
perfectly normal sister. And she cared about him. 


She hadn't said anything to him since the pancakes, but that was normal. She'd saved him from 
the ghost lake. 


She had knocked a grown man unconscious. Someone twice her size. But she'd taken him off 
guard. And size wasn't everything. Someone who was good at fighting would be good at fighting 
against someone big as well as someone small. Shorter people even had an advantage sometimes, 
he'd heard- something about center of gravity. 


She'd wanted to tear that man's arm off, he'd heard her say so, but that was within the realm of 
normal human anger, right? Their dad had gotten hurt. Dib had gotten mad too. 


A scream burst into his ears. His body froze. What was it? Who was screaming? Zim was 
screaming. Why was he screaming? Was something here? 


He barely registered Gaz yelling something. He ran to Dad's bedroom. 
Nothing was there. Just Zim thrashing around on the bed. 

Dib grabbed Zim's shoulders. "What is it? What?" 

Zim recoiled and looked around with unseeing eyes. "What? What? Dib?" 
"Is something here?" 

"I don't know!" He was gasping for breath; his skin was cold and very dry. 


"You had a nightmare, didn't you?" Why had Dib been so scared? He knew Zim had nightmares. 
Of course, nothing was happening! "There's nothing going on!" 


"T guess-" 
Dib shook him a little. "Don't do that! Don't ever do that again. You scared me to death!" 
Zim crumpled up like a wet napkin. "I'm sorry, Dib! Don't throw me out!" 


"And another thing, I am sick of your pathetic act! I'm not buying it, okay? You're evil! And 
you're an alien, and... I... " Dib's heart dropped. "Oh, no no no. No no. Don't do that." 


Zim twisted away from him, hiding his eyes behind his forearm. "Let go of me! You only let me 
come here so you could torture me to begin with!" 


"No, L.. I'm sorry. I was asleep and you screamed and you scream really loudly, you know, and I 
was startled, and I got angry, and you didn't do anything wrong! That time. I swear. Just... please 
don't cry... I'm not going to throw you out." 

Zim puffed up in indignation. "I am not-" 


Dib bit his lip. Zim froze up, unable to finish his sentence. 


"No no no no," Dib said. "It's okay. You had a nightmare. Couldn't help it. It's not the end of the- 


" 


Zim wailed and doubled over with his knees hiking up into his chest. 


"No no no no," Dib begged, gently shaking Zim's shoulders. "You don't need to do this. You can 
turn back now! Oh, geez!" 


The door creaked. Dib glanced over his shoulder. 


"Zim, if you don't stop making those noises-" Gaz started to say. She stopped, staring. "What's he 
doing?" 


"He's crying. I think. Gaz, help. I don't know how to make him stop! He doesn't usually do this!" 
Gaz blinked several times. She slowly backed away and closed the door. 

Zim sputtered and coughed. 

"Stop that," Dib said. "Come on. It's fine." 

"No it's not! I'm falling apart!" 

Well- "No, no no no, you're fine!" 

"Shut up, Dib! You know that's not true, I'm a ruin of myself! Relying on you? Letting Tak do 
my work?" His voice rose, becoming hoarse and raw and distorted. "I'm pathetic! I make myself 
sick!" 


What? No- what? "You will make yourself sick if you have this outburst instead of resting so 
maybe you should just turn back now!" 


"I didn't even call the Tallest!" 
"You don't have to call them. You can call them later! Why is this such a big deal?" 
Zim sobbed and rocked back and forth. "How did it come to this?" 


"I don't know. But you do not have to cry about it. Everything is fine. Or maybe not. But it will 
be! Please stop. Please!" 


Zim turned away, out of Dib's grip, and flopped down on the pillow. He pulled his upper pair of 
flight wings out from under his shell and wrapped them around his body like a blanket. 


"Please stop," Dib said. He could say that Zim hadn't been pathetic until he started sobbing, but 
that seemed like it might have the opposite of the intended effect, which was to make him stop. 
Right away. He wasn't stopping. 

Zim moaned. "Why did I grow these stupid things?" He tugged on his wings. 

"I don't know. I don't get that at all." 

"Now I'll have to take time off to get them removed and I'm so behind on my mission and I 
haven't had any new plans since the incident anyway-" Er, what a shame? Seriously- what kind 


of response did he expect from Dib? 'Gee, sorry you can't conquer me?’ 


Zim sobbed as loudly and harshly as he laughed. Dib hadn't heard him laugh in some time. 


"New plan," Dib said. "You go right ahead. Just let it all out. There we go. Just tell me 
everything." He patted Zim's shoulders. They were hot. 


"I don't want to tell you anything! You're evil!" 

Exactly. Reverse psychology. "Really? You don't? Gee, are you sure?" 

Zim twisted around to face Dib, although his face was hidden behind his wings still. "I can't 
sleep properly," he said. "I shouldn't even have to sleep. It's not fair, you see that, right? If I have 
to sleep I shouldn't have to deal with these hideous visions, right?" 

‘They're called life’, a wise but horrifying woman had once said. Dib would not repeat that now, 
though. "Uh huh," he said, beginning to think that his attempt at reverse psychology had been the 
wrong choice, if the right choice in this scenario was one that led to less noise. 

"Uh huh? What does that mean, Dib? You think I deserve this, don't you?" 

"Well-" 

Zim let out a shuddering squeak. "Sometimes I wonder if this wasn't all your doing!" 

"It wasn't. I don't know how I would begin to cause all these things to happen to you." 

Zim's head bobbed up and down. "Right? Right? Okay." He made a nose-blowing sound. So, he 
was acting like Dib was agreeing with him instead of contradicting him which was odd, but... 


whatever made him happy and quiet. 


Dib rubbed the back of his neck. "I don't know if this should come from me, but those are 
delicate flight organs you have there, not Kleenex." 


"Shut up, Dib!" He was sounding a little more caustic and normal now. "Do you even begin to 
understand?" 


"Well, no! I don't understand what your problem is. You won't tell me what's wrong! You just 
keep screaming and having panic attacks! It's getting old!" 


Zim pulled away. "I'll never do it again. I'll be quiet! You won't even know I'm here. Please let 
me stay! Please! I don't know what I'd do out there. Please- it will never happen again!" 


Dib had not expected that reaction. Zim was cowering in the pile of blankets, quivering like... 
some kind of a sloppy green Jell-O. "I'm not going to throw you out. Did... did you hear what I 
said about calming down? Could you consider that?" 


"T'm so weak!" 


"Uh-" 


Zim hid his face in the blankets. 
Dib cleared his throat. Zim sobbed and choked and made horrible noises. 


Dib sat down in the chair, folding his arms over his chest. He would just sit here until Zim got 
quiet. 


"I think I did something horrible," Zim sobbed. 


Dib leaned back in his chair. "Oh. Really. You think you did something horrible, huh?" he said. 
"What, exactly, did you do?" 


"I think I told them where the Tallest are!" 
"The Tallest are in space, right?" 


"What if they go after them? It will all be my fault! I'm so disappointed. Have you ever had a... a 
hero of yours fail at something?" 


"I'm not the hero-worship type. So, I'm guessing in this analogy the hero is... you?" Dib said. 
"Well, um... okay. I'm sorry you let yourself down?" 


"They admire me." 

"Oh, you're their hero? Uh..." 

"And now I'm so sick," Zim said. 

"Yeah, that sucks." Dib glanced out the window at the stars. "Can I say something here? Uh... I 
don't know if you want me to reply to this. But it seems like you're blaming yourself for things. 
And that's great, but you're picking the wrong things. See, your leaders have bodyguards or 
whatever. They'll be fine." 

"B- but... I was disloyal." 

"Were you disloyal on purpose?" 

"N... no..." 


"There you go. Anything else bothering you?" 


"No, I think that was it," Zim said to the pillow. He sat up, sniffling and staring straight ahead 
with blank expression. "Yep, I'm fine." 


"Oh! Okay. Uh, that's good. I'll just go back to bed." 


"Could- could you open the door? This room is so small and I th- think the walls are getting 
closer." 


"Uh, they're not doing that, but..." Gaz definitely wanted this door shut. "I can open the window. 
There's a window over here, see?" Dib opened it. "It's kind of cold out, but..." 


Zim flopped down on his face, screaming. 
"Okay," Dib mumbled, running his fingers through his hair. He sank back down into the chair. 


Zim pounded on the pillow with his ridiculous tiny alien fists. "This should never have 
happened! How dare they? How dare they bring me down like this?" 


Dib sighed. "I don't know." 


Zim dissolved into wordless misery noises, now too worked up and out of breath to form a 
sentence. Dib closed his eyes. This might end up taking a while. 


Tak ran her hands over her scalp, smoothing back her antennae with a low exhale. She had 
showered but she still smelled like melting things. 


It had had to be done. It was part of the mission. A very tiring part of the mission. This had better 
get her a handsome reward. 


Skoodge rocked back and forth in his chair, making little squeaking noises. "Tak? Sir? I have a 
base in France. Can we pick up some of my stuff?" 


"Oh. Certainly," she said. Whatever 'France' was. "In fact, I'll just drop you off there, since there 
is no reason whatsoever you should come any farther with me." 


"I wanted to come see the Tallest." 

"I'm not going to meet with them in person." That was only partially a lie. The Tallest were quite 
busy, and she wasn't an official Invader. Yet. There was no guarantee they would meet with her. 
She'd try to get a meeting. She might not get it. 

"Oh." He looked away, studying the wall. "You don't need a partner?" 

"Of course not." She would be picking up MiMi from the repair shop when she got back. MiMi 
was a perfectly good assistant, even if she had never been quite as reliable since the incident. Of 


course, MiMi didn't have a voice box, but that was to be preferred. 


"Right!" Skoodge said. "I don't need an assistant either." 


Tak nodded. She needed to figure out her report. There were many things that would be difficult 
to explain to the Tallest, not in the least because she wasn't certain herself what had happened 
exactly. And what would she say about Zim? 


Tak didn't think she would be punished for letting Zim go free. Not unless the Tallest were 
simply in a punishing mood, in which case they could seize on any detail of her mission that they 
wanted to. Zim had escaped from Irkens much higher in rank than herself, and she had never 
even been directly ordered to kill him. She was still not entirely sure the Tallest wanted him 
dead- he entertained them. 


It would be simple enough to say she had made an attempt on his life and he had escaped. There 
was no point in trying to claim she hadn't met him at all. She could minimize Dib and Gaz's 
involvement or leave them out altogether, but she couldn't do the same with Zim- Zim would 
make his own report. His own, terrible report. 


The question was how much she needed to say about him. The wings were what were confusing 
her, mostly. They were freakish. Oh, and the crime of treason. 


Zim had already committed so many crimes. As far as Tak knew, everyone on Earth who had 
access to the information he'd given them was now imprisoned or dead. There would be trouble 
if anyone was sent after him to punish him for this new crime, and in the past that trouble had 
been much worse for the Empire than for Zim. The Tallest might feel they had to do something if 
they knew... 


"Skoodge, do you plan to report?" Tak said. 
He shrugged. "I'll try. They don't take my calls anymore. That's why I wanted to go see them.” 


That was not much of a surprise. "I'll put in a good word," Tak said. She was not sure she 
actually would. 


"Are you going to tell them that Zim's mutated now?" 
"No, because he's not exactly mutated." 


"Then what happened to him?" Skoodge demanded. "Everyone's telling me he's normal but I can 
see he's not!" 


"Nothing happened to Zim that wasn't directed by his own genes. Look- you do know about the 
Horrible Sun Disaster, Skoodge." 


"What disaster?" 


Surely he knew. He had to. "The disaster where we were poisoned with radioactivity, we lost our 
ability to reproduce biologically, our wings started to grow in abnormally, we had an emergency 
technological revolution to stay ahead of extinction? It's why we are flightless, are partially 

mechanical, are born in tubes, and have such a low ratio of females. You've heard of it, correct?" 


Skoodge backed up in his chair. "What are you talking about? We did all that because it was the 
next step in evolution. Because we're so advanced!" 


Tak studied his face. He seemed sincere. She would have to keep in mind that not everyone 
sought things out the way she did. "Well, disaster or no disaster. You do remember having your 
wing buds removed as a child. You had them too." 


"I did?" 


"So, did I. Everyone who didn't have the Tallest gene was born with them back then. The surgery 
was supposed to be a redundant measure. The buds can't grow in without the process being 
started by an influx of hormones. The Pak is supposed to prevent that influx from occuring. Zim 
did not mutate. His Pak failed him somehow, and he'd forgone surgery for whatever reason, so 
he changed." She shrugged. "It's also possible someone injected him with hormones to see what 
would happen. Either way, he hasn't mutated. And he is not contagious. If we were left to our 
own devices, we would all end up like that. Or worse." 


"Huh," Skoodge said, looking as if he did not like hearing this at all. 


"In fact, it's an urban legend that the wings will force your Pak off if they grow in," she added. 
"From my understanding they either turn and grow inward, killing you in that way, or they 
migrate somehow until they are not obstructed, and grow in somewhat normally." The second 
one was probably more common, or more truthful. Otherwise there was very little chance Zim 
wouldn't be currently dead. She doubted he was that lucky. 


"You're smart,” Skoodge said. It wasn't a compliment. "How do you know all this?" 


"You become very bored living on Planet Dirt," she said. She'd been very, very bored, since the 
TV didn't pick up anything, and she'd also been concerned that the planet's sun might be 
radioactive and able to kill her. One bit of research had led to another. 


Skoodge didn't seem to like the subject of metamorphosis. The Tallest might not either. She 
wanted them to feel favorably towards her. Of course, if Zim told them, and she didn't, she'd look 
like a liar. If he was planning to hide them, she may as well not volunteer that she knew about 
them... 


She might attempt to contact him before she delivered her final report. In the meantime, she may 
as well drop off Skoodge first. 


There was pale light dawning in the window. 


Dib sighed. He sat up and rubbed his eyes. Zim lay on the bed a few feet away, sprawled out on 
his belly with his face turned away from Dib, wheezing softly in a puddle of drool. His face was 


puffed up and covered with raw splotches of color. His wings were fanned out to his sides. One 
of them hung over the edge of the bed, just barely brushing Dib's arm. 


Dib recoiled from it with a scowl. 
Why did he even feel so disgusted? He had no problem touching Zim's arm or shoulder, he even 
had no problem picking Zim up and carrying him around. Well, not no problem, but not this 


much of a problem. But when Zim touched him- 


Of course, that was it. It was weird when Zim touched him instead of the other way aroud. 
Especially when it was out of neediness. 


The Irken seemed pretty relaxed, all sprawled out like that. He had just fallen asleep a few 
minutes ago. Maybe he was done being weird and sad now. Or maybe he'd just tired himself out. 
He'd certainly cried long enough to be tired. Either way there had been no more nightmares. Yet. 
It had only been a few minutes. 


Dib took off his glasses, rubbed his eyes and put his glasses back on. He went out to the living 
room. 


Gaz was playing video games. "Good morning," he said to her. 

"Yeah, Dib. Your alien-" 

"Yeah. He was loud. He's upset," Dib snapped. "And he's not my-" He stopped. 

Tak hated Zim. Skoodge was unreliable. If what Tak had said was true, Zim's leaders didn't care 
about him, even though he cared about them- he cared about them very loudly. Dad sure didn't 
care. Gaz didn't care. GIR didn't do anything useful most of the time. Zim had no parents, no real 
siblings, not even a weird cousin somewhere. Irkens didn't do families. 

So if Zim wasn't Dib's alien, Zim probably wasn't anyone's alien. 

Food for thought. 

Gaz seemed fine. Not traumatized or hurt at all. "Did you have any nightmares?" he asked. 


"No "W 


Would she be honest if she did, though? Dib might not answer honestly if she asked him that. 
Wait, what did she have there? That wasn't her Gameslave. "Gaz, is that Minimoose?" 


"Yeah." She held him up. "I can't get him to work." 


Dib took the tiny robot and studied it under the light. Minimoose didn't look damaged, but he 
wasn't doing anything. 


"Its parts were taken out," Gaz said. 

Zim would want to see Minimoose again, but maybe not like this. Not right now, when 
Minimoose couldn't be fixed- or at least, not fixed right away. Zim probably would need special 
alien stuff to fix him and of course all his alien stuff got stolen. "Do you mind if I keep this?" 
Dib asked. 


Gaz snorted a little. "Sure, if you want a dumb, broken robot." She leaned down and started up 
the SlayStation. 


Dib didn't want a dumb, broken robot but he knew someone who collected them. 


Dib tucked Minimoose into the dresser he and Gaz were sharing in their room. He went into the 
kitchen and took a pill for his nose. He had some of the leftover pancakes. 


No use putting this off forever. He creaked open the door to Dad's bedroom. 
He saw a mound of blankets with antennae. GIR was off somewhere, maybe under the bed... 
maybe he'd gone out the window? The TV was turned off. Come to think of it, Dib hadn't seen 


GIR since before Zim's tantrum last night. 


Well, there seemed to be nothing to be done here, Zim seemed to still be asleep. He started to 
close the door... 


"Dib?" 

Dib swallowed. "Yeah. How's it going?" 

"Unh..." 

"So not good, huh? Um, the thing is, I mostly spent the past three years learning how to hurt or 
kill you, so you can't rely on me to know how to help you. Mmm..." Dib rubbed the back of his 
neck. "So... it kind of seemed like you were afraid of me kicking you out. I'm not going to do that 
unless you start to destroy my house. Not until you're better, anyway. And you're not better. So 
you can stay." 


Zim didn't answer. 


"It feels weird to keep asking you if you need anything, so could you just tell me if you need 
something?" 


"No." His voice was low and phlegmy and miserable. "You'll just taunt me." 


"Well, mmm..." Dib sat down in the chair. "Normally, yes, but, uh... how's this? I will not make 
fun of you for one week. Starting now. But you have to not destroy anything!" 


"You know I'm not going to destroy anything in this state." 


"And since you won't destroy my house, I won't mock you. I could, you know. I could make fun 
of what you said about stuff last night, but I'm not going to." 


Zim sniffled. "I don't need your pity." 


"Okay, but you do need my house, so just don't look a gift horse in the mouth. All right, Zim? 
Would you rather I did make fun of you? Because I can do that." 


"No..." 


"Fine. And I don't pity you. You're not worth pity. You're a valuable scientific specimen. I want 
to keep you alive for now. That's all it is. And I'm not going to throw you out. Even when you 
make noise. I knew you were going to make noise. You make noise a lot. Okay? It's fine." 


Zim twitched one antenna. It could be an 'I'm listening’ twitch or an 'I'm anxious' twitch. 


Dib just kept going. "I want to point out how horrible you are and blame everything on you as 
much as I can, you know. So you should- you should believe me when I say that this isn't really 
your fault, right? I mean this right here isn't. Not all of it, anyway. It's not your fault that you 
were kidnapped and experimented on. And it's not your fault if that made you jumpy, or 
whatever. Look, I wouldn't lie to you to make you feel better about yourself. I hate you. Hey, if 
you could help it, I really would just throw you out in the woods! I'd figure you could get 
yourself right back out of it! But it's not your fault, so, you know. It's not." 


Zim twitched again. Dib still didn't know if that was supposed to be a twitch of 
acknowledgement or not. He kept talking. "And it's not your fault if you get upset about it or 
you... I mean, don't get me wrong, I didn't like hearing your outburst and I don't want to sit up 
with you crying at night so that had better not happen again- not that I'll throw you out. Just. 
Don't do that anymore. But I figure it's not your fault, I mean, you'd probably rather not look that 
weak in front of me, so whatever that was about, it must have been pretty involuntary. So, you 
know. I don't hold that against you either. I know you didn't want that. And, um..." Dib cleared 
this throat. "I mean... are you listening?" 


A slight nod. 

"Oh. Okay. Well, uh... yeah! Um... yeah. I don't usually... I guess I had a nightmare too, so, uh..." 
"The Dib has nightmares?" Zim sounded honestly shocked. 

"Uh, yeah? I think everyone does sometimes. I'm not sure why that's surprising! I thought you 
would think I was some, you know, worm baby that has nightmares and wets the bed. I've never 
wet the bed, I was just using that as an example. Don't think I wet the bed. I do not, and never 
have, wet the bed!" 


"What does the Dib have nightmares about?" 


"Um-" Dib cleared his throat. "Hey, why don't you tell me first?" 


"I don't know what you dream about." 
"I meant, tell me what you dream about." 


Zim was quiet for a moment, just lying there, breathing loudly. "The dreams are always 
different." 


"What woke you up last night?" 
"Um... no, I'd rather not say." 
"C'mon, just tell me." 


Zim turned away. "My organs were on the floor. And your organs were on the floor. And they 
mixed together. And someone was stepping on them. It was horrible." 


Er... okay. "I kind of thought you dreamed about the lab." 
"I did! They were in the lab. The scientists did it." Zim turned back around to face him. He 
looked on the verge of tears. Shoot. "I knew you wouldn't understand it. That's why I didn't tell 


you. It was awful. It was just awful and bad. Okay?" 


Dib held his hands up. "I get it! You have a fear of being eviscerated." Which Dib had helped 
instill! And now that was kind of biting him on the butt. 


Zim flopped down on the pillow. 


"No, that's fine." Dib kept babbling. "That's understandable! Uh, I dreamed about you. You 
ripped my skin off. I guess deep down I still think you're just a monster." 


"R... really? You dreamed that?" 

"Yeah. You tore my skin off and gutted me." 

"I did? In your mind I did that?" 

"Yeah." 

Zim sat up, blinking. His antennae were kind of bent from sleeping on them. Did that hurt? Dib 
supposed he could ask. Zim wasn't going anywhere. He wasn't actually curious enough to ask, 
though. "Huh," he said. 

Dib shrugged. 


Zim rubbed his eyes. "Dib, mmm..." 


Dib waited. 


"I'm really very thirsty. I don't suppose..." 


"Oh!" Phew. Dib had been afraid he was going to spout some kind of heartfelt statement. "Yeah. 
I'll get you a drink. Be right back." 


When he got back Zim had his creepy alien brain backpack plugged into the TV. 

"This seems ominous," Dib said. 

"I have something to show you,” Zim said. 

It was even more ominous now. "I see." 

"Something that has never before been seen by human eyes. Your primitive human brain may 
never be the same again." And then, as an afterthought, "Is that mine?" He took the glass from 


Dib without waiting for confirmation. "Thank you." 


His little hands were shaking. Dib almost snatched the glass back from him, but he managed to 
take a few sips and set the glass down on the TV stand without any mishaps. 


"Okay," Zim said, rubbing his hands together. He had had to spread his wings out to connect his 
Pak and they were spread out at odd angles behind him, trembling. He looked a little bleak. "Yes, 
I'll just... okay." 

Dib didn't think he was supposed to reply to that. 


Zim swallowed and shut his eyes. Images began to rapidly flicker on the TV screen, finally 
settling on... 


Dib gasped. Memory bank: Irken ZIM. 


More images scrolled past underneath the header. Zim wheezed out a shuddering sigh. "Okay. 
This one." 


Dib leaned in closer. "Wow!" 


Zim was sounding a little asthmatic. Dib viewed him out of the corner of his eye. Maybe Zim 
shouldn't be doing this- oh, come on. Alien memories! Dib wasn't about to tell him no. 


The TV screen turned white. Dib blinked a few times. Ah- that was the floor. In General Labs. 


The image on the screen swung around. Dib wished there were more colors in this environment 
so he could maybe learn something about how Irkens perceived color. As it was there was 
nothing unusual about this footage that set it apart as an alien memory, it just looked like it had 
been filmed by a camera set a few inches off the ground. 


A man was onscreen now. Dib knew that guy. He was the old head of General Labs. He was 
dead now, of course. The hairs on Dib's arms prickled. 


The eye-camera focused on the man's face. Zim was trying to make eye contact. He didn't have a 
good view- too low to the ground. 


"You're awake," the guy said. "How do you feel right now?" 


Skoodge's base looked... normal. Apart from being marked with his regional color scheme of 
green and purple, which were not incredibly common colors for Earthen houses. 


Tak shook her head slightly at the familiar colors. Everyone was using them nowadays. Tallest 
Spork had started doing away with regions and she believed the current Tallest didn't quite 
understand that regions beside their own had ever existed. Tak had met an alarming number of 
Irkens who believed her accent was fake. 


Skoodge hopped down onto the sidewalk. "Oh, boy! It's good to be back." 


"Farewell," Tak said, and she closed the hatch. It was quiet in here without Skoodge. She had not 
expected to notice the difference. 


She was starting to set a course for the nearest space port when the navigational controls froze. 
Tak scowled at them. 


Then the screens all went black except for one in the center. It was displaying a familiar skull 
and the words Bye, stupid alien. 


Tak opened the hatch and jumped out of it. 


Not much happened. Tak had really thought the ship would explode, but it simply fell into 
Skoodge's yard and just sat there. When she made her way back inside, everything was frozen. 
Every single system. 


At first, this seemed to her like paltry revenge. A simple system hack? Juvenile. 


Then she realized that Gaz had programmed her virus to take effect after two hours of flight. If 
Tak had not happened to be in atmosphere to drop off Skoodge, she would have been in space. 
The life support routines would have terminated and Tak may well have died horribly in the 
vacuum of space. 


Was that Gaz's intention? (For it had to be Gaz- the image of the skull was the same skull Gaz 
wore around her neck, and netiher Dib nor Zim was smart enough to do this.) Or was the 
possiblity of Tak's death an unforeseen consequence of a prank that was meant to be harmless? 


Of course, the message she'd left had said 'Bye, stupid alien’. 

Tak's mouth firmed up into a small line. Either way, this was a pain. 

This old ship was hardly worth anything anyway, of course. Skoodge probably had a Spittle 
Runner, or possibly a Voot of some kind. Perhaps she was best off switching to that, if he'd allow 
it. She gnawed on her lip a little bit. 


Fine. She headed up Skoodge's front walk and she knocked on the door. 


He stuck his head out. "Bonjour? Oh!" He smiled. He had a very wide, odd smile. "Tak! You 
came back!" 


"Well, my ship-" 

"I just made tea. Do you want some?" 

It was rather cold out here. Tak would like some tea, oddly enough. There was no time for that, 
though, and whatever Skoodge made was probably disgusting. Still, he had taken her food stores, 
and it would be nice if he made raparations by giving her tea, but she really had no time. "No, I 
must be off. I was just wondering if you'd lend me your ship." 


"Sure!" Hmm. Just like that? "Come on in." 


She stepped inside. It smelled nice in here. It was warm. Not nearly so bad as she would have 
expected. 


Maybe she'd take some tea with her if his kitchen didn't seem too unhygenic. 


"How fast could the Armada get here from their current position?” 


"They're six weeks away right now," Zim replied in the memory, in a slurred, weak voice that 
was made flat by whatever these people had used to control him, "and their current course 1s 
taking them farther, not nearer." 


The man nodded and did something to the remote controller he was holding, and the screen went 
black. 


That was it. Dib didn't know if the memory ended there or if Zim had turned it off. 
Dib came back to reality the way he did at the end of a really good, engrossing movie. Except 


that instead of a movie he'd been watching an alien's traumatic memory. And instead of being 
pumped up there was a hot feeling in his throat. And his teeth were grinding. 


In the memory that guy had made Zim say all kinds of stuff about himself and his planet. And it 
had been... it had all been so forceful and weird. "There wasn't any reason for him to do that," 
Dib said. "That wasn't necessary." 


He got up and started pacing back and forth. "That's like if I found a jar with a lesser malevolent 
spirit inside it and instead of putting the right binds on the spirit to control it I broke its jar and 
kicked it in the teeth!" Kind of like that. Maybe not all that much like that. "Why would he do 
that to you?" 


Dib didn't exactly know in words why that interrogation was wrong, or why it made him mad, 
and of course he thought that gathering information about Zim's terrible alien race was a good 
thing, but it was wrong anyway. Zim was supposed to be angry- yelling- playful- sadistic- and 
someone who won something was supposed to use it to better mankind- the way that 
interrogation had gone was just wrong. 


Dib knew he didn't feel as much about the human experimentation as he thought he should. He 
felt bad about it and all but he didn't understand it, really... he couldn't make himself believe that 
the flesh monster things were really human. He could understand that it was bad, logically, but 
not emotionally. He couldn't get his mind around the fact that Dad had lost an arm, either. It 
didn't seem real. It was too much to be real. 


He could understand what had happened to Zim though. That was small enough to understand. 


"It's so overdone, too," Dib said. "That whole organization being so evil, I mean. Doing all that 
pointless evil stuff. When you do evil, you have a reason, right? You don't just go to the pet shop 
and start kicking animals just to be perverse, right? You're not completely pointlessly sadistic to 
that extent, are you?" He realized he sort of wanted Zim to confirm that. 


Zim didn't answer, though. He was just sitting there staring off into space, giving a sort of 
impression that part of his mind was still in that memory. Dib looked away, clasping his hands 
behind his back. "Uhm," Dib muttered. "You get what I mean, right?" 


"Huh? Oh, uh, yeah." Zim disconnected himself from the TV set. He shook his wings out and 
folded them under his shell. "What did you say?" 


"I said, that was messed up. We can argue about whether or not you deserved it later, but either 
way it was messed up." Dib sat down. "The way he talked to you like that. It was... I don't know. 
It was messed up. That's never going to happen to you again, you know. That guy is gone." 

Zim crawled back under the blankets. "I know." 

"I guess there was other stuff that happened that other people did," Dib said, "but they're also 
gone... I guess... I'm not happy about that, you know. That they're gone. They were still human. 


And all." 


"Uh huh." 


"The whole thing sucks," Dib said. "I'm not happy about any of it. I hope it's over. Did you think 
that guy in your memory was going to do that to me? Hypnotize me and stuff? Or... well, I guess 
you thought they were going to peel my skin off. Or whatever they were doing to make those test 
subjects look like that..." 


"T don't know." 


"Well, I'm completely unscathed," Dib said, "except for my nose. But it's not really so bad! My 
dad helped with it. So, my nose will heal, and you'll stay here until you get better, or at my other 
place, I guess, and then when you're better I'll kick you out and then..." Then what? "Then you 
can steal Tak's old ship from me and go get a new house from space. You got your last house 
from space, right?" 


"Dib, I can't keep up with the things you're saying," Zim admitted. "You're talking too fast." 
"Oh. I was just trying to say you can just stay right where you are for now," Dib said. "Okay?" 
Zim nodded. 


"And everything else won't be too bad," Dib mused. "With keeping you here, I mean. If you 
really want to call your leaders, you can call them with your Pak once you're feeling up to it, 
right? I'll help you keep them from seeing your wings if you let me listen in. And..." He had just 
noticed Zim's bare shoulders, one of which was still very badly scarred. "I think there are some 
old clothes Gaz used to wear around here somewhere. She was just your size last year or so. We 
can cut holes in the backs for all that stuff you've got on your back. And we're going to have to 
set some ground rules about GIR, by the way. It looks like he's wandered off again, and I'm not 
okay with that." 


Dib stopped to catch his breath. Zim looked half asleep. "I'm sorry," he said, "am I boring you, 
Mr. Space Monster? Just say something if Iam." Maybe that wasn't entirely fair, Zim was 
obviously really tired and all. 

"Huh? Not at all." 

"You look like you're falling asleep." 

"Mm..." 

"Should I go somewhere else?" 

Zim shook his head. 

"Right. You don't want to be alone, do you?" That should have occurred to Dib sooner, after all 
the times Zim had begged him not to leave recently. "Well, I'd usually resist, but it's not like I 


have much else to do." He frowned. "Hey, hold on..." 


Zim opened one eye. 


"Never mind," Dib said. 

He'd just been thinking back to when they were fighting that chupacabra. Zim had volunteered to 
come along. He'd said he wanted to learn more about paranormal stuff. Now Dib wondered if he 
just hadn't wanted to be alone in his base all weekend... Dib wouldn't ask about it. If he did, Zim 
would just get embarassed or defensive. Or both. 


That whole thing seemed like it had happened forever ago. But it was just last weekend, wasn't 
it? 

He pulled his chair a little closer to the bed. "Man, what a terrible week. Was it a week? What 
day is it? Hold on, I'll check the TV guide thing..." He turned on the TV, muted, and flipped onto 
the channel guide. "April Ist. Friday. So... almost a whole week. Guess I missed school." April 
Fools Day wasn't such a bad day to skip school. "Hmm. Hey!" 


Zim was clearly dozing off. Dib tapped his arm a little bit. "Hey. Hey. Space boy. Wake up for 
just a second. It's April." 


"What... April?” 

"You've been here four years now," Dib said. 

Zim squinted at him. "I have?" 

"Yeah! You landed here March 30th." 

"Oh." 

That was definitely the date. Dib had it in his records. "So..." He couldn't think of anything to say 
about it, though. "I guess there wasn't any reason to wake you up for that really. Go back to 
sleep." 


Zim closed his eyes. 


Dib checked to see when Mysterious Mysteries would be on. Not for a few hours. He turned off 
the TV. 


There was a small bookcase in here, shoved into one cornet... it just had Dad's books in it. Dib 
hadn't ever actually read one of Dad's books. 


He picked one out. It wasn't like he was going anywhere. 


Tak set her empty mug down. She did not usually do things on impulse like this. 


Skoodge watched her quietly from the other side of the table. He had never actively ruined any 
part of her mission. He was simply unreliable when called upon to do work. 


She lightly traced the wood grain of the table with her claws. "Well, I must be going," she said. 
"All right," he said with a trace of disappointment. 
He had been useful at the very end, she recalled. Synthesizing the formula she needed. 


She turned her mug back and forth, drawing back one corner of her mouth. "Would you like to 
come part of the way with me?" 


He sat up straight. "Seriously?" 

"Mm, only part of the-" 

"Yes, sir!" He saluted. 

Not many Irkens saluted Tak. "Only part of the way," she insisted. 
"Yes, sir! Should we be leaving now?" 

"Yes, I've stayed here too long already." 


"All right!" He picked up a duffel bag that had been tossed in the corner of the room and led her 
up the stairs. "Let's go!" 


Dad's book wasn't as interesting as Dib had hoped. He should be interested, shouldn't he? This 
was his dad, after all. But his mind kept wandering. 


He closed the book for a second. "Hey. Hey. Zim. Wake up.” 

"Ugh." 

"Just for a second. I thought of something. When did you start changing? Like, with the wings 
and everything? Was it the day before yesterday? I think you changed on the anniversary of the 
day you came here," Dib said. "Isn't that interesting?" 

Zim groaned. 


"T think it's kind of interesting," Dib said. "Okay, I'll stop talking now." 


He leaned back in the chair, opening the book back up. 


Everything would go back to normal now, right? Eventually. 
Dib yawned. 


Yeah, sure. Eventually. 


a/n: there's actually one short little last bit that i'll be posting and then it really is over 


Epilouge: 


A/N: this is the very last ever part of this story 


The city had fallen away a few miles ago. Now they were pulling under some trees, cold 
shadows cast by the branches sweeping over his face and arms. 


The air was full of plant-smells of varying types. He'd never really learned to distinguish 
between too many of them. Grass, bushes and trees were different enough to be obvious. 
Different kinds of trees were not. There were too many different kinds of plants on Earth to 
memorize them all, just as there were too many human faces to learn. 


Zim had never even been very good with Irken faces either, now that he thought about it... it 
didn't help that he always had to look up to see people. It didn't feel fair. 


He realized Gaz had pulled her bike over. He peeked out of the sidecar. "Hey, this is that farm," 
he said. 


She grunted. 


Zim had been here before. He had visited the cows often. But everyone had left one day. "Why'd 
they leave?" The whole place was just empty. 


"I don't know," she said. She hopped off of her bike and started walking. He assumed he was 
supposed to follow. 


They drew towards the big tower where the farmer had kept his grain before. Or was it corn? 
Zim was not inclined to eat either one of those things, so he didn't really know the difference. 
Both of them wound up in bread and smelled like plants. 


There was lots of long grass all around, as high as Zim's chest. It smelled sweetish and strong in 
the warm sun that heated his shell. 


Zim noticed a yellow sign by the farmhouse. It looked a bit like the 'beware of dog' sign on the 
house down the street from home, but the words were different. "Foreclosure?" he said. "What is 
foreclosure? Is it dangerous?" 

"No, stupid, it just means he was broke." 

"Broke?" Zim knew that was a figure of speech, he just didn't remember what it was for at the 
moment. He always thought of an injury or mechanical failure when he heard it, but that wasn't 
it; 

"He didn't have any money," Gaz clarified. "Maybe his cows died." 

"Oh," Zim said. He nibbled the lining of his lower lip. "Yes, some of them did die..." 


She opened the door to the empty grain tower and stepped inside. Zim followed her. 


It was warm and humid inside here in the trapped air and though it was empty, the food it had 
held had given it a strong lingering food-stench. "Does Dib know we're here?" Zim asked. 


"No. He's in skool." 


"Hm." That made sense. Dib would not have approved of this outing. And it was a skool day. 
"Why aren't you in skool?" 


She glared at him. "Why aren't you in skool?" 


That was low. Gaz knew perfectly well why he hadn't been to skool since March. "None of your 
business!" 


"None of your business," she countered. 


Zim was an Irken Invader with an important mission. And he hadn't been well. Gaz stayed home 
and played video games when she skipped skool. And she'd been perfectly well. Zim had seen it. 
He had half a mind to tell Dib. 


"Well, we're here now, just tell me what you want so we can go." 
Gaz pointed up towards the ceiling. "I want you to fly up there." 


"P- fly up there?" Zim's chest got a little tight and his palms started to sweat. He closed his eyes 
for a second. Gaz had only told him that she wanted him to retrieve something high up. He had 
expected that he would be able to climb if he needed to. There would be no climbing here. These 
walls were entirely smooth and the tower was completely round. "Okay, little Gaz. This is a 
building with a roof. The air in here is completely dead. I can't do this. Not because I am not 
capable but because this is an impossible thing. Perhaps you haven't learned physics yet." 


"Dib told me that you had powered flight. That's exactly what he said. Not gliding. Flying. You 
don't need a breeze to fly. You're not a squirrel." 


What did squirrels have to do with it? "Oh, the Dib told you that, did he? The Dib says such 
interesting things. He told me his little sister doesn't skip skool." 


"He told me he doesn't care what I do to you." That was likely true. "And you owe me." 
Zim put his hands on his hips. "Since when?" 


"You told me if I helped you out with the General Labs people you'd do anything. And I need 
that." Gaz pointed towards the ceiling. 


"Since when did you help me?" 
"I got your robot back." 


She must be referring to Minimoose. "You got him back useless!" Zim kicked at the dirt. His 
throat closed. "A broken, gutted shell and don't think I don't suspect you..." 


Gaz folded her arms over her chest, impassive. 

"And," he said, "Dib told me you only told me to fly to taunt me to begin with." 
"Yeah, so? That was then. I want that thing up there." 

"What thing?" 

"You'll know it when you see it. Go get it." 


Zim looked up towards the ceiling. He saw no thing. He could barely see the ceiling, though. It 
was very high. 


Gaz spoke. "You can either fly up there and get that thing or you can fly home because I'll leave 
without you.” 


"All right," he muttered. They were at least thirty miles from home. From Dib's home, of course. 
Not Zim's. He was between homes at the moment. 


The walls of the tower were completely smooth, with no ladder. There was, however, a small 
door about halfway up that he could cling to if needed- if he could get up that high there was no 
way he'd make it up that far- the air was so still in here. And the walls were too close together. 
He was going to hit them. 


He took a deep breath. He stretched his wings out, glancing at Gaz. She did not seem impressed. 
Of course not. 


He'd taken off from the ground indoors before. Of course he'd been in a blind panic then and 
really only had Dib's word that he'd done it. 


He jumped up into the air, slamming his wings into the floor at the same time. That popped him 
up into the air just above Gaz's head. 


Which side was the bad side? Which side was the bad side? He should know this! One side had a 
short wing on the bottom and didn't send him up as high and if he didn't flap harder on that side 
he'd go sideways and fall over and no! That was the wrong side! That was the good side! He 
shouldn't have- 


The wall crashed into his head and a second later the floor crashed into his shoulder. His wings 
had automatically snapped back under his shell when he'd struck the wall. That had happened 
ever since the metamorphosis finished. It was a reflex to keep them from breaking, according to 
Dib-human's best guess... it didn't keep anything else on him from breaking. 


Gaz was standing over him. "Maybe you shouldn't be wearing that helmet. It's making you top- 
heavy." 


Zim hissed. He would keep his helmet on. He'd have a concussion right now without it. 

He was already breaking a sweat. Gaz wouldn't care. He took off again. Flapped harder on the 
other side, the bad side. This time it was the front of his head that hit the wall and his back that 
hit the floor. 

There was not enough space in here. "I can't fly straight up!" Zim snapped. 

"Ugh. Fine!" 

So they could go home then? Why was Gaz grabbing him? Oh no. No. "Gaz, no. Gaz!" 

Now he was in the air again. 

It turned out Zim did have the ability to fly straight up. He just couldn't do it outside of a blind 
panic. He'd learn. Eventually. No, soon. He'd have to learn soon, because he was still planning to 


have his wings amputated next month... 


His knuckles whitened on the ceiling struts. He looked over his shoulder. Gaz was standing 
down there staring up at him. 


"Never throw me again!" he spat. How far had she thrown him into the air? She must be 
incredibly strong. There was no way he'd be able to fly higher than half the height of this tower, 
or less. Even with momentum. She must have thrown him pretty high. And he was nearly two 
thirds of her size. 


"Grab the thing!" she shouted. 


What thing? 
Ah- this thing? 


There was a thing attached to the next ceiling strut over. Something... black and oddly shaped. 
Zim grabbed it. It looked like a part to something. Yet even with his vast mechanical knowledge, 
Zim did not know what it belonged to. "Is this the thing?" 


"Yeah, that's it. Get down here." 


Snide comments from ignorant humans aside, gliding was indeed easier than flying straight up 
several times his own height, indoors. Landing wasn't as easy. He lost his footing and the 
concrete pulled a layer off of the skin of his knees and shins. 


He knelt with his head hanging, gasping for breath. He did not get out of breath easily anymore. 
Something about growing all these air sacs that made his respiration more efficient, or 
something. That was what Dib said anyway. It sounded revolting, and it had been itchy and 
painful at the time, but he had not missed the feeling of not getting enough air. 


Gaz took the object out of his hand and stowed it in her pocket. "Did you hurt your legs?" 


"Uh-" Zim was still a bit out of breath. He trembled from exertion. This tower was tall and flying 
was hard. And the air was completely still. 


She was now very close to his face. "If you tell Dib that had anything to do with me, you will 
regret it." 


"Why?" 
"Because he'll never shut up about it." 


"Ah." Zim laughed mirthlessly. "Yeah." This helmet had been from Dib. It was a light pilot's 
helmet. Dib often chided him if he didn't wear it for activities that posed a risk of concussion. It 
was annoying. But he was residing in Dib's house for the time being, so he usually listened. Not 
that he had to listen if he didn't want to. He was still an Invader and all. 


Anyway, he'd put on longer pants when he got back so Dib wouldn't see the scrapes on his legs. 


Hmm, wait. Gaz had said Dib told her he didn't care what she did to Zim. She'd lied! He'd 
remember that. Of course, it wasn't like Dib could stop Gaz from doing anything, he could only 
annoy her into maybe deciding it wasn't worth it. 


Gaz stood up and left the tower without another word. He followed her back to her motorcycle 
and hopped into the sidecar. "What is that thing, anyway? Is it part of a device?" 


He turned his face towards the sun. It was just weak enough today to be warm without burning 
him on contact. It would be summer in a mere few weeks, and then the sun would become foul, 


but it was not summer yet. And even though Dib had stopped trying to assign him to bed rest 
over a month ago and the skin around his eyes didn't look weird anymore and some of his bones 
were receding under the insulating layer of fat that was re-forming under his skin, he still had 
trouble staying warm if the sun wasn't out... 


The roar of the bike's engine starting up jolted him out of his train of thought. He realized Gaz 
had never answered his question. She probably wasn't going to. 


That was fine. He didn't really care. 


The wind in his face felt like flying... on the ground... with no effort expended whatsoever. He 
leaned into it a little bit. 


Gaz was saying something. 
"What?" he asked. 


"It's your turn to make dinner! You didn't make it at all for the past two months, so you have to 
make dinner for the next three weeks!" 


He laughed. 
"Do you think that's funny, Zim? Do you think staying in someone's house without doing 
anything is funny? Do you? Because it's not funny, Zim. And I know how to make you stop 


laughing." 


Without doing anything? He cleaned the house. Not for the humans, for himself. The house stank 
so bad. So, so bad. It stank of human. Even after two thorough cleanings it stank of human. 


But Dib and Gaz did not appreciate their clean house. They especially did not appreciate it when 
Zim moved their things to clean underneath them, or removed the things that smelled bad and 
had no use. "I guess Dib didn't tell you," he yelled over the engine. "I can't touch human food 
without partially melting!" 

"Then order a pizza. I saw the money.” 

"Oh, that's not mine! I stole it from your brother!" He'd been planning to maybe even give it 
back, just to see if Dib ever noticed it had been moved around. So far he hadn't noticed it was 
gone. 

"Then use it to order a pizza!" 


"Fine! Whatever!" It was hard to take issue with what Gaz was doing with this wind in his face. 


Had he always cared about wind in his face and the road speeding by underneath the thin metal 
of the sidecar? He didn't remember feeling light like this. Had something changed? 


For the moment he might not entirely mind if it had. 


a/n: well that's it that's the end. i was planning on a third fic for a while which is why some stuff 
just plain got ignored at the end- i was going to go into it later 


right now i'm really tired of this fic so 1 don't know about a third one, but i'll consider it again 
after NaNoWriMo is over (I have a spectacular trainwreck of a project planned it will be magical 
stay tuned) 

but anyway, THIS ONE is finished. that's nice. 


bye everyone i'll see you again... soon ish. 


